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In Search of the National Soul: Writing Life in Chinese Literature 1918–1937 
 
Gal Gvili 
         
This dissertation offers a new perspective on the birth of modern Chinese 
literature by investigating the following question: How did literature come to be 
understood as an effective vehicle of national salvation? The following chapters locate 
the answer to this question in intertwining ideas on religion and realism. The late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw an upsurge of vernacular literature 
portraying contemporary life in China alongside deliberations on the meaning of a newly 
introduced term: “religion” (zongjiao). This process launched a long lasting perception of 
literature as effective—capable of turning a country in flux to a strong nation. The story 
of modern Chinese literature’s rise to such prominence forms part of a transnational 
history, linking national literatures and Christian modernity. Across the colonial world, 
Protestant missionaries introduced the idea that a true-to-life literary portrayal can 
mobilize readers into action by appealing to their natural sympathy towards human 
suffering. These theories found a seedbed in China, Japan, India and Africa, where 
various authors modified the Christian evangelical message into a thorough critique of 
imperialist thought.  
Chapter One begins with the global rise of “Life” in the 1910’s as a new 
epistemology for understanding the human. In China, deliberations over the meaning of 
life hinged upon interactions with social Darwinism, American Protestant ideas on 
religious experience, Bergsonian vitalism, critiques of materialism in German 
Lebensphilosophie, and Chinese Neo-Confucian ethical thought. “Life” became the main 
axis pivoting debates on how to save China from its plight: Could evolutionary biology 
account for the truth of life? Could religion explain aspects of life that biology cannot? 
The task of representing the truth of life was entrusted upon the fledgling modern 
Chinese fiction and poetry. Chapters Two and Three trace this conviction in the powers 
of literature to nineteen-century missionary essay contests. Held in sites of imperial 
encroachment around the world, these contests promoted fiction writing as a miraculous 
endeavor. Similar to the way that reading the scriptures was supposed to produce a sense 
of connection to the great beyond, so too was the spiritual message of literary texts 
believed to ignite a “sympathetic resonance” (gongming) between authors and readers 
that would propel the latter to social action. The religious concept of sympathy inspired 
Chinese authors to further explore the connections between man and the universe in 
search of the perfect representation of life. This search led to an important encounter with 
the Bengali Renaissance Movement, explored in Chapters Four and Five. Rabindranath 
Tagore’s visit in China (1924) serves as a point of departure to investigate how prominent 
Chinese authors experimented with concepts such as “Eastern Spirituality” “The Poet’s 
Religion” and “Folktales”. Such literary interactions added important dimensions to the 
formation of Chinese realism, by envisioning Pan-Asian literary sympathies, which 
redefined the meaning of religion, life, and the nation.  
By foregrounding the transnational collaborations and interactions of religion, 
realism, and Asian solidarity in shaping Chinese literature, this dissertation offers a multi-
sited perspective on the unmatched significance of modern literature to China’s national 
revival and, in turn, delivers a new understanding of China’s role in a global deliberation 
over the meaning of human life.  
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Introduction 
Beyond the Scalpel  
 In April of 1924, Rabindranath Tagore arrived in China for a much anticipated 
lecture tour. The May 4th Movement’s iconoclastic critique of education, family, 
literature, and religion was at its peak, so it was not that surprising that Tagore was asked 
by audience members to rationally explain his religious belief. The Bengali literary giant 
answered thus:  
This perhaps will explain to you the meaning of my religion. This world was 
living to me, intimately close to my life. I still remember the shock of repulsion I 
received when some medical student brought to me a piece of human windpipe 
and tried to excite my admiration for its structure. He tried to convince me that it 
was the source of the beautiful human voice and I rejected that information with 
an intense disgust. I did not want to admire the skill of the workman, but rather to 
revel in the joy of the artist who concealed the machinery and revealed his 
creation in its ineffable unity.1   
 
 This was a strange response. Rather than explaining the meaning of faith, Tagore shared 
an anecdote pertaining to human life in its fully corporate form. Life, he argued, is to be 
found not in anatomy, but in the human projection of its non-material potential. In other 
words, life lies not in the windpipe but in the singing voice. To those familiar with 
modern Chinese literature, Tagore’s story might evoke a similar anecdote, told by its 
paragon, Lu Xun (鲁迅 1881–1936), about his short-lived career as a medical student. I 
refer here to Lu Xun’s 1926 recapitulation of the comments his professor, Mr. Fujino, 
made on an anatomical diagram Lu Xun drew of the blood vessels in the forearm:  
“Look, you have moved this blood vessel a little out of place. Of course, when 
moved like this it does look better; but anatomical charts are not works of art, and 
we have no way of altering real things. I have corrected it for you and in the 
future you should copy exactly from the blackboard.” I was very stubborn, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Rabindranath Tagore, Talks in China: Lectures Delivered in April and May 1924, 1925, Calcutta: Visva-
Bharati, 48–49.	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however. Though I assented, I was thinking: “My diagram was a good drawing. 
As for the true facts, of course I can remember them.”2  
 
For both Lu Xun and Rabindranath Tagore the meaning of human life could not be 
reduced to a question of anatomy. In his story, Lu Xun revealed a commitment to explore 
the real beyond what could be seen with the naked eye. Tagore shared this commitment. 
Mutually drawn to that which exists in the gap between reality and representation, Tagore 
and Lu Xun both saw the artistic gesture as offering a means to grapple with thresholds of 
human life.  
Some time after Mr. Fujino commented on the anatomical diagram, Lu Xun 
continued his story, the teacher told him, relieved: “Having heard what respect the 
Chinese show to spirits (gui), I was afraid you might be unwilling to dissect corpses. 
Now my mind is at rest, since this is not the case.”3 Here is another strange transition. 
What are spirits doing in a story about the clash between scientific accuracy and artistic 
freedom? Does the possibility of believing in ghosts reframe the question of the meaning 
of life by blurring the boundary between life and death? “This perhaps will explain to you 
the meaning of my religion,” said Tagore, and didn’t elaborate. Creeping through the 
back door, in the two authors’ deliberation of the meaning of the real, is the supernatural. 
The tension between the physical corpse and the possibility of the spirit, the windpipe 
and the possibility of the living voice manifests an idea that a higher power—something 
invisible to the naked eye, impenetrable by the scalpel—mediates the meaning of life.         
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2Lu Xun, “Teng Ye Xiansheng” [Mr. Fujino] in Lu Xun Quanji, 1995, Xinjiang renmin chubanshe, vol 1: 
456. Translated here by Xianyi Yang and Gladys Yang, Lu Xun Selected Works, vol, 1 1980, Beijing: 
Foreign Languages Press, 407. 	  
 
3Ibid . 	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Lu Xun (those of us who took even one course on modern China can cite this in 
our sleep) famously realized that more than medical treatment, his country was in need of 
“reform of the spirit.” He thus became an author instead of a doctor, describing this 
transformative decision in one simple sentence: “since at that time I felt that literature 
was the best means to this end [a spiritual change], I decided to promote a literary 
movement.”4 Lu Xun decision has received many different interpretations, but they all 
generally agree that his decision inspired a generation of authors to enlist themselves and 
their work to revolutionizing their country.   
This dissertation offers a new perspective on the link between Chinese literature 
and spiritual transformation. It does so by examining China’s role in a transnational 
exchange of ideas on life, religion, and national revival—an exchange that spanned 
geographic and cultural boundaries from Asia and Africa to Europe and North America. I 
trace the development of the modern Chinese literary commitment to exploring the truth 
of life, and show how this commitment both contributed to and was shaped by this 
broader transnational exchange. Focusing on two decades during which modern literature 
took shape as a national project, I argue that modern Chinese literature came to be 
regarded as the ultimate means not just to represent the structure of life, but also to act 
upon it. The narrative I unfold weaves together three themes. The first is literature: this is 
a story of how literature came to be seen as a vehicle for national salvation. The second is 
life: the dissertation traces the trajectory of a global discourse on “life” (sheng) which 
arrived in China in 1910 and fundamentally shaped the project of modern literature. The 
third theme is religion (zongjiao): a foreign concept imported to China by Protestant 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4Lu Xun, “Nahan zixu” [Preface to Call to Arms], [1923], Lu Xun Quanji, vol 1… 140, translated here 
from Kirk Denton, Modern Chinese Literary Thought, 1996, Stanford University Press, 240.  	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missionaries in the late nineteenth century, a discourse on religious spirituality and its 
modern fate deeply informed Chinese intellectuals’ deliberations over the meaning of life 
and how to represent life in literature. 	  
Exploring a wide terrain of approaches grappling with how to represent life in 
literature—from anatomical realism to vitalist thought—enables me to examine the 
development of modern Chinese literature in relation to a broad landscape of 
transnational literary relations that connected the United States, East and South Asia, and 
extended to regions such as the Middle East and Sub-Saharan Africa. In all of these 
locales, Protestant missionaries collaborated with imperialist powers to install institutions 
of education, science, and technology in order to influence processes of new nation 
building. Even more than scriptures, fiction loomed large in the missionary arsenal as an 
effective conversion tool, capable of stimulating action by appealing to the reader’s 
emotion. Ultimately, though the missionary fantasy of global conversion failed to come 
true, the belief in the power of modern literature to transform the reader into an 
emotionally engaged and socially committed subject persisted.   
 My research focuses on the two decades between 1918 and 1937, a crucial period 
in which modern literature was yoked to the task of revolutionizing Chinese society.  
Marked at the outset by Zhou Zuoren’s (周作人 1885–1967) publication of a milestone 
in the history of modern Chinese literature on life: Literature for Humans (Ren de 
wenxue), the period ended with the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War, as 
nationalist and Communist divisions overrode literary networks of solidarity. 
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Secularism and Its Discontents  
Around the world, the rise of literatures in modern vernacular has been 
understood as an accomplice to and facilitator of the modern nation state. Benedict 
Anderson famously posited that the reciprocal development of print culture and global 
capitalism propelled new literatures in vernacular languages. This process, Anderson 
argued, entailed a paradigmatic and historical shift in the perception of one’s social 
belonging. From having a social center of gravity rooted in religious communities, which 
“conceived of themselves as cosmically central through the medium of a sacred language 
linked to a superterrestrial order of power,”5 people around the globe began to identify 
with a new order of the national community. Erected through the vernacularization of 
sacred languages after the middle ages, the national community was secularized, 
pluralized and territory-specific. Vernacular literature, especially fiction, served as 
important mechanism for facilitating imaginary connections readers felt between 
themselves and their national community.6 Anderson remains immensely influential in 
literary studies today, thanks not only to his lucidly captivating account of how print 
capitalism reinforced the nation state on a global scale, but also, and perhaps even more 
so, because Imagined Communities fostered a cross-disciplinary conviction in the power 
of literature to impact the course of history. The formation of China’s national culture, 
alongside and in conversation with national communities in the colonial and semi-
colonial world, offers a compelling opportunity to revisit Anderson’s argument that the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 2006, 
Verso, 13. 	  	  
 
6“Fiction seeps quietly and continuously into reality, creating that remarkable confidence of community in 
anonymity which is the hallmark of modern nations” Ibid, 36. 	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new role of vernacular literature—to form and buttress the national community— hinged 
upon a process of secularization.  
Scholarship on the transition to a new world order in the wake of the Industrial 
Revolution has critiqued the equation of nationalism with the decline of religions as early 
as Max Weber’s 1905 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, if not earlier. A 
copious body of works across disciplines and fields from philosophy to anthropology and 
from religion studies to comparative literature has demonstrated the resilience of 
monotheistic religions, which successfully managed to inform so-called secular 
epistemologies such as positivism, philology, and life sciences.7 One of the main 
apparatuses that made this resilience possible, as Talal Asad illuminates, was the modern 
separation of church and state, enshrined by the sanctioning of religious tolerance. This 
distinction between religion and the nation-state resulted in the formation of new systems 
of regulation and surveillance for defining certain religions as tolerated and others as 
sects, superstitions, and dangerous cults. Judeo-Christian traditions served as yardstick 
for this classification.8  
 Diplomats and Protestant missionaries collaboratively introduced the institution 
of religious tolerance in Asia as an emblem of civilizational progress. Imported to Asia as 
part of a larger framework of International Law, freedom of belief served as a criterion 
for examining the civilizational level of the different Asian states. Lydia Liu elaborates 
on the extensive reach of Christian doctrine into the tenets of international law, which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7To state a few examples: Hans Blumberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 1985, MIT Press; Marcel 
Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World, 1999, Princeton University Press; Tomoko Masuzawa, The 
Invention of World Religions: Or, How European Universalism was Preserved in the Language of 
Pluralism, 2005, University of Chicago Press; Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 2007, Harvard University 
Press; Mark Taylor, After God, 2009, University of Chicago Press. 
 
8Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 2003, Stanford University Press. 	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was imposed on China along with yet another divinely sanctioned doctrine—that of free 
trade—during the era of the Opium Wars (1840–1860). American missionaries, such as 
W. A. P Martin who translated Elements of International Law (1836) into Chinese, used 
their translations of scientific and social scientific treaties to “camouflage religious 
doctrine with secular knowledge.”9  
In the 1850s, American diplomats used the absence of legislation for freedom of 
religious belief in Japan as reason for refusing to renegotiate unequal trade treaties with 
an “uncivilized nation.” This motivated the Meiji state to include a provision for religious 
freedom in its 1890 constitution, after decades of deliberations and multiple drafts.10 The 
provision introduced a separation between private faith, which state subjects could 
choose from among recognized religions, and a public sphere of worship, in which state 
subjects would observe Shintō, a systematic doctrine propagated through a newly 
canonized body of scripture and rites by a state appointed priesthood. Described by Helen 
Hardacre as an “invention of tradition to unite disparate elements into a modern nation11,” 
Shintō played a significant role in the expansion of the Japanese state’s control and 
regulation of populations in the center and periphery. The question of the status of 
Shintō—whether or not it is a religion—has been debated between different political 
factions in Japan from the nineteenth century onward, without reaching a firm 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9Lydia H. Liu, The Clash of Empires: The Invention of China in Modern World Making, 2006, Harvard 
University Press, 116. Martin later explicitly said that “his secular translation was intended to bring an 
aesthetic government to the recognition of God and to impart to them something of the ‘Spirit of 
Christianity’ (119). 	  
 
10Helen Hardacre, Shintō And The State 1868–1988, 1989, Princeton University Press, 115. 	  	  
 
11Ibid, 4.	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conclusion.12 In a recent study on the modern introduction of religion in Japan, Jason 
Ānanda Josephson pinpoints an idea of a  “Shintō Secular” and argues that drawing upon 
the Euro-American separation of church and state, Japanese scholars and priests infused 
the state with a religious language that was devoid of faith. The Japanese state thus 
inverted religion as a political monarchic category.13 Putting aside the question of 
whether or not “religion” is the proper term for a system of ceremonies devoid of faith (as 
well as if, indeed, Shintō can responsibly be characterized as such), Josephson’s 
argument sheds important light on the fact that, much like in the West, the realms of 
church and state were never neatly separated in Asia and constantly informed one another 
instead. Significantly, this separation—a fundamentally new political institution in a 
region in which tradition tied governance with cosmological and ritual functions for 
eons—was mirrored in another separation/reciprocation between the realms of the public 
and the private. Thus, for example, the contrast between the public nature of popular 
Shintō—to be practiced by every national citizen—and the meaning of religion as a 
private faith stipulated in the provision for religious freedom, caused a great deal of 
confusion with regard to the question of whether or not Shintō is a religion, both within 
and beyond Japan.14  
After China was defeated in the first Sino-Japanese war in 1895, several Chinese 
reformers believed that Japan’s erection of religious freedom and sanctioning of Shintō 
was the key to its modernization and military prowess. This conviction was at least partly 
drawn from Protestant missionaries who vehemently propagated this idea to Chinese 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12Ibid, 9, 34–36. 	  	  
 
13Jason Ānanda Josephson, The Invention of Religion in Japan, 2012, University of Chicago Press. 	  	  
 
14More on this in Helen Hardacre, Shintō And The State 1868–1988, chapter 6. 	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political thinkers.15 I discuss the effects this idea had on Kang Youwei’s campaign of 
nationalizing Confucianism in Chapter Two. “National Soul” (kunitama), one of the main 
concepts Shintō promoted, particularly appealed to Chinese thinkers. The National 
Essence Group (guo cui pai), formed in the first decade of the twentieth century by 
Chinese dissidents exiled to Tokyo, adopted the “national soul” to mobilize for Anti-
Manchu activism.16 I elaborate on the persistence of this concept in the thought and 
literature of the 1920s and 1930s in Chapter Three.  
On the other end of the spectrum of negotiating a new relationship between 
religion and the nation-state stood legislators and reformers who canvassed for stipulating 
separation in the constitution of the new Chinese Republic. Delineating the formation of a 
provision for freedom of belief (xinyang zongjiao zhi ziyou) in different versions of the 
Chinese constitution from 1912–1940, Rebecca Nedostup shows an increasing inclination 
in Republican-era legal history to utilize the provision to circumscribe the religious to a 
private sphere of individual thought and feeling, by, for example, outlawing organized 
public ceremonies or proselytizing efforts of various religious orders. The result of this, 
Nedostup argues, was a duality of two contrasting phenomena:  though the Chinese state 
tightened control and regulation of religious activities on the one hand, the era saw a 
tremendous growth in religious thought and literature, emerging from Buddhist, Daoist, 
Christian, and Muslim organizations, as well as from various redemptive societies.17 This 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15Ye-pei Kuo, “’Christian Civilization’ and the Confucian Church: The Origin of Secularist Politics in 
Modern China”, Past & Present, 218, 1(2013): 235–264.     	  	  
 
16Zheng Shiqu, Wan qing guo cui pai [The Late Qing National Essence Group] 2000, Beijing: Shifan 
daxue chubanshe, 101–103.   	  	  	  
 
17Rebecca Nedostup, “The Transformation of the Concept of Religion in Chinese Modernity”, in Perry 
Schmid-Leukel and Joachim Gents (eds), Religious Diversity in Chinese Thought, 2014, Palgrave 
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seemingly paradoxical phenomenon, I suggest, was in fact not paradoxical at all, and 
needs to be understood within the larger context of similar trends in other locales, such as 
the United States, India, and Japan. In all of these sites a dual-edged dynamic of the 
check and growth of religious culture stemmed from the separation between church and 
state, epitomized in the distinction between the private and the public. This had 
meaningful consequences for the development of several attributes of modern literature.        
The relegation of religion to a sphere of private belief hinged upon the Protestant 
emphasis on personal faith and religious experience at the expense of communal rituals.18 
As Tracy Fessenden argues, the passing of the Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom in 
1786 America “constituted religion as inherently free, a matter of private conviction 
rather than civil allegiance, and as such beyond the reach of government or other 
powers19.” The bill led to an obscuring of dogmatic differences between Christian 
denominations in the US, so that variations among Protestant theologies were collapsed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Macmillan, 162–165. On the suppression of local religious activities under the premise of endangering 
national interests see Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History From the Nation: Questioning Narratives of 
Modern China, 1995, University of Chicago Press, part two, 85–146. See also Vincent Goossaert, “1898: 
The Beginning or the End for Chinese Religion? Nedostup had written extensively on new epistemologies 
that the introduction of modern ideas of religion facilitated and the ways in which these were implemented 
by the state in Republican China. In Superstitious Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese Modernity 
(2009, Harvard University Press) she focuses on the ongoing efforts of the Chinese state, from the early 
Republican era and with a focus on the Nanjing decade (1927–1938), to distinguish legally and practically 
between a modern, universally civilized idea of “religion” (zongjiao) and primitive folk dispersed notions 
of “superstition” (mixin).  
 
18In Christian Moderns: Freedom & Fetish in the Mission Encounter (2007, University of California 
Press) Webb Keane traces a Protestant break with rituals to Calvin’s assertion that the Eucharist is 
symbolic. He shows how it was not Luther, but Calvin, who paved the way for a long-lasting religious 
departure from material practices, the resurfacing of scriptures as center of gravity, and ultimately, the rise 
of vernacular literatures in Euro-America (61). On the tension between ritual and scripture through the lens 
of the problem of language in religion see Kean’s “Religious Language”, Annual Review of Anthropology, 
1997, 26: 47–71. 	  
 
19Tracy Fessenden, Culture and Redemption: Religion, the Secular, and American Literature, 2007, 
Princeton University Press, 60.	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under an ideal of “religion” relegated to a realm of private feeling.20 Religion came to be 
understood as site of sentiments, which narrativization through accounts of religious 
experience, became a popular practice during the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 
especially during the Great Awakening.21 The new realm of the (always religious) 
sentimental deeply informed nineteenth-century American fiction, and contributed to the 
historical rise of the notion of modern subjective consciousness.  
  In his seminal Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, Karatani Kōjin argues that 
an interior personal realm of emotions to be conveyed through literary expression did not 
exist prior to its production in the modern era by a traceable set of mechanisms. Karatani 
traces the emergence of the ideal of the subjective individual in Japan to the Meiji period 
genbun itchi movement. The genbun itchi—literally meaning uniting speech and 
writing—sought to abolish Chinese characters from the Japanese language and reform 
script to become a technology of recording speech.  Yet, it was not so much a sudden 
urge to record the fleeting palpability of the personal voice that gave birth to the genbun 
itchi movement, Karatani famously posited; rather, it was a change of material 
conditions, namely, a new technology of writing that produced an ideal of a personal 
voice and a sentimental self underneath it. In this sense, emotions were produced in 
tandem with their expression in literature.  
 Alongside the new Japanese phonocentric script, a central mechanism for 
producing the self was the literary form of the confession. Through confessing their 
emotions, secrets, and desires, Japanese writers not only produced the sentimental self 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20Ibid.  See also David Reynolds, Faith in Fiction: The Emergence of Religious Literature in America, 
1981, Harvard University Press.  	  	  
 
21On the history of the Protestant idea of religious experience see Wayne Proudfoot, Religious Experience, 
1985, University of California Press. 	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but also checked and critiqued it. Christianity was central in the process of implementing 
the genre of confessional literature in the late nineteenth century, partly because Christian 
converts initiated confession literature into modern literature in Japan.22 More 
importantly, the emergence of confession literature around 1890 was coterminous with 
growing implementation of state-issued centralization apparatuses such as public Shintō 
rituals, pilgrimage and a rigorously demarcated freedom of belief. The formation of 
emotional interiority was thus closely linked to the development of the modern state as 
religiously tolerant, to the extent that, as Karatani put it, “’interiority’ is itself politics and 
that it is a manifestation of absolute authority. Those devoted to the state and those 
devoted to interiority complement each other.”23  Even if we don’t submit to Karatani’s 
Foucauldian scrupulousness which essentially defines the individual in Japanese 
literature as a state construct, I draw an important conclusion here, which the following 
chapters are committed to investigate: We cannot understand the emergence of modern 
literature as a national project without accounting for the impact of the separation of 
religion and state. Originating in Euro-America and exported to the colonial world,  the 
privileging of a new notion of hidden emotions to be expressed via the medium of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22Karatani cites Masamune Hakuchō who wrote: “Recently, as words like ‘doubt’, ‘remorse’, and 
‘penance’ have begun to issue from the mouths and even preoccupy the minds of writers of the era of 
Naturalism, such as Tōkoku, Doppo, and Roka, I have begun to reconsider and to wonder whether this is 
due to the impact of Western religions” (81). In a chapter titled “Confession as a System” Karatani offers 
an absolutely fascinating discussion on the relationship between Christianity and literature in late Meiji. 
Moving beyond a familiar paradigm in Japanese scholarship of looking for “Christian influence” in literary 
works or authors biographies, Karatani makes compelling historical connections between the invention of 
the modern self and the history of Christianity in Japan. For example, he points to the fact that numerous 
Samurai converted to Christianity during the Meiji period as a direct result to their loss of power which was 
now centralized by the Emperor. Instead of being masters of Japan, Karatani argues, they became masters 
of their selves, their emotions, their faith. (1993, Duke University Press).	  
 
23Ibid, 95. 	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literature was imbricated in the allocation of a realm of personal belief both legally and 
culturally.  
 In China, discussions over freedom of belief, especially in the late teens and early 
twenties, concurred with the publication of several works by prominent critics such as 
Cai Yuanpei and Zhou Zuoren, who traced literature and art historically to a human need 
to express inner religious sentiments.24 The relegation of religion to the region of 
personal belief by the modern Chinese state has received increasing scholarly attention 
from historians in the past decade. A growing body of works links the modern 
introduction of religion to the emergence of new ideas about the public,25 the 
implementation of modern education,26 transformation in the healing practices of 
traditional Chinese medicine,27 and the history of print culture.28 Yet, the few works in 
English on religion in modern Chinese literature29 and a significantly larger body of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24See for example Cai Yuanpei’s widely read essay “Replacing Religion with Aesthetic Education” yi 
meiyu dai zongjiao shuo in Xin Qingnian, 1917, 3(6), I discuss this essay in Chapter One; Zhou Zuoren. 
“Zhuzhang xinjiao ziyou zhe de xuanyan” [A Proclamation of Support for the Free Believer] 1922, 
Chenbao cited here from Zhong Shuhe (ed) Zhou zuoren sanwen quanji 2009, Guangxi shifan daxue 
chubanshe. P. 611.  
 
25Namely as result of the Chinese State’s distinction between recognized and unrecognized religions. On 
the local level, decisions which religious sites and public practice would be granted state protection were 
made in the name of representing a new view of the public (gong) who built these temples originally. See 
Vincent Goossaert and David A. Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, 2011, The University 
of Chicago Press, 59; see also Rebecca Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes…67–110.      	  
 
26Daniel H. Bays and Ellen Widmer (eds), China’s Christian Colleges: Cross Cultural Connections 1900–
1950, 2009, Stanford University Press; Peter Ng Tze-Ming, Changing Paradigms of Christian Higher 
Education in China 1888–1950, 2002, Edwin Mellen Press; Wen Hsin-Yeh, The Alienated Academy: 
Culture and Politics in Republican China 1919–1937.  	  	  
 
27Liu Xun, Daoist Modern: Innovation, Lay Practice and the Community of Inner Alchemy in Republican 
Shanghai, 2009, Harvard University Asia Center 	  	  
28Philip Clart and Gregory Adam Scott (eds), Religious Publishing and Print Culture in Modern China: 
1800–2012, 2015, De Grutyer.	  
 
29Lewis Robinson, Double Edged Sword: Christianity & Twentieth Century Chinese Fiction, 1986, Hong 
Kong: Tao Fong Shan Ecumenical Center; Irene Eber, et. al. Bible in Modern China, 1999, Monumenta 
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scholarship on the subject in Chinese,30 have not focused on the ways in which Chinese 
authors engaged with different notions of religiosity in developing theories of literature’s 
impact on social life. This dissertation, I hope, will shed new light on the longstanding 
understanding of modern Chinese literature as a national project, by revealing how a 
transnational discourse on religion and sentiment added important dimensions to literary 
theory and literary expression. The colonial trajectory of this discourse can be traced to 
nineteenth-century India.     
Gauri Viswanathan’s work on religious conversion in modern India teases out the 
subtle ways by which an imperial discourse informed literature on contemporary life in 
Britain as well as in India. Religious converts in nineteenth-century India, Viswanathan 
argues, became a threat to the stability of the separation between church and state as their 
dissent upset the regulating mechanism of religious tolerance that stood at the core of the 
imperialist project at large:   
If the convert as religious dissenter shares unmistakable features with the convert 
as colonial subject, that point of contact initiates and sustains a scholarly 
reconstruction of the order of governance produced during the realignments 
between ecclesiastical and secular spheres.31  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Serica, Roman Malek, The Chinese Face of Jesus Christ, 2005, Sankt Augustin Germany with Monumenta 
Serica; Márian Gálik, Influence, Translation, and Parallels: Selected Studies on the Bible in China, 2004. 
Collectanea Serica; Zhangge Ni, “Rewriting Jesus in Republican China” Religion, Literature, and Cultural 
Nationalism”, The Journal of Religion, 2011, 91(2): 223–252.     	  
 
30There are many monographs and essays in Chinese on religion in Republican era literature. Widely read 
and discussed in Chinese academia are Yang Jianlong. Kuang ye de hu sheng: zhong guo xiandai zuojia yu 
jidujiao wenhua [A Cry in the Wilderness: Chinese Modern Authors and Christian Culture],	  1998, 
Shanghai jiaoyu chubanshe; Wang Benchao, 20 shiji zhongguo wenxue yu jidujiao wenhua [Twentieth 
Century Chinese Literature and Christian Culture], 2000, Anwei jiaoyu chubanshe; and the superb Liu 
Yong, Zhongguo xiandai zuojia de zongjiao wenhua qingjie [Chinese Modern Authors and the Complex of 
Religious Culture], 1998, Beijing Shifan daxue chubanshe.   	  
 
31Gauri Viswanathan, Outside The Fold: Conversion, Modernity, and Belief, 1998, Princeton University 
Press . On the relationship between missionary education and religious nationalism in India see Parna 
Sengupta, Pedagogy for Religion: Missionary Education and the Fashioning of Hindus and Muslims in 
Bengal, 2011, University of California Press.  	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The dual movement of inclusion and exclusion within what the British state defined as 
legal religious worship became increasingly narrativized. British novels extensively 
engaged with civil emancipation of religious minorities. In India, dissenters’ conversion 
narratives garnered literary as well as political power. Consequently, colonial India is 
important to this discussion not only because India served as the testing ground for 
introducing the separation of church and state in Asia before the idea reached Japan and 
China, but also—and arguably even more importantly—because exchanges between 
Chinese and Indian authors on questions of religion and national awakening in the 1920s 
and 1930s augmented and modified the belief that modern literature about contemporary 
life could spiritually transform the population and facilitate social cohesiveness.  
 The dissertation thus joins a growing reevaluation of the Sino-Indian relationship 
before and after 1949 and the attempt to move away from Cold War paradigms and the 
legacies of the 1962 war between China and India that still govern much of Sino-Indian 
studies today.32 The dissertation supplements this turn by illuminating the China-India 
connection within the field of literary production, literary institutions, the Trans-
Himalayan flow of ideas, and the problem of Pan-Asianism in literature. These exchanges 
with Indian authors, (explored in Chapter Four), as well as engagements with Indian 
folklore (Chapter Five), were shaped by the same questions that Tagore and Lu Xun 
addressed: How do we understand human life? And who has the authority to account for 
the truth of life?         
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32Examples of this emerging reevaluation of Sino-Indian relations include Brian Tsui and Tansen’s Sen 
ongoing collaborative research project Beyond Pan-Asianism: China-India Connections 1911–1949 and 
Arunabh Ghosh, “Making it Count: Statistics and State-Society Relations in the Early People’s Republic of 
China 1949–1959”, (PhD Diss., Columbia University, 2014).  
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Life Emerges 
The rise of the question “what is life?” as a central query in the modern era can  
be traced to transformations in mid-nineteenth-century German philosophy. After Hegel’s 
passing (1831), we see a shift from the classic notion of science as a unified system to an 
understanding of scientific knowledge as process.33 With the 1859 publication and rapid 
popularization of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, evolutionary biology in particular and 
life sciences in general contributed to a new focus on “life,” which toppled the hegemony 
of absolute idealism with its separation between matter and spirit. Impacted by these 
developments, Friedrich Schleiermacher planted the seeds for new conceptualizations of 
history, interpretation, and the relationship between man and the universe by launching 
what came to be known as liberal theology. Schleiermacher revolutionized theology by 
introducing a concept of hermeneutics. Under the new premise of science as process, 
hermeneutics located the process of textual interpretation of scripture, rather than 
common faith, as the main principle of theology.34 As Gil Anidjar recently illuminated, 
“the sanctity of life” subsumed positivist biocentrism under a theological umbrella wide 
enough to comfortably fit Christianity, the sciences of life, and natural law alongside new 
technologies of state regulation and violence.35 In the United States, “Life Philosophy” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




35Gil Anidjar, Blood: A Critique of Christianity, 2014, Columbia University Press. These processes didn’t 
escape contemporary intellectuals’ attention. In a striking reading of Walter Benjamin’s Critique of 
Violence, Anidjar links Benjamin’s investment in the link between violence to questions of law and justice, 
to a modern restoration of the Judeo-Christian controversy, epitomized by a thorough admonition of 
Christianity. He writes: “it is precisely in this ‘Judeo-Christian’ context (what Benjamin calls 
‘contemporary European conditions’ and not with regard to Greek material (or an awkwardly isolated 
‘judaism’) that blood emerges as a major element—the very kampfplatz—that sustains the warring 
distinction between a violence associated with law (whether lawmaking or law-preserving) and a violence 
associated with justice…And what Benjamin explains is that, along with life, blood became sacred through 
	   17	  
(Lebensphilosophie or Vitalism 36 ), modified to evoke ideas of personal religious 
experience, became a central concern for liberal theology. As Chapter One will show, it 
was from the United States that the discourse of “life” was exported to the colonial world.  
In the past few years, scholars have been investigating the global spread of vitalist 
thought in the first half of the twentieth century, and its particular implications for 
fostering political and artistic movements. Henri Bergson’s Creative Evolution (1906), 
and Rudolph Eucken’s The Meaning and Value of Life (1908) were particularly 
influential in fomenting national awakening across the colonial world. African 
Francophone communities and Négritude authors and artists adopted Bergson’s rebuttal 
to evolutionary biology and infused their poetry and political proclamation with a “deep 
conviction of the consanguinity of all forms of life, obliterated in modern consciousness 
by the positivist classificatory method focused on the empirical differences of thing.”37 A 
recent study of the renowned poet and spiritual leader of the movement for an 
independent Pakistan, Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938), locates Bergson as a major 
inspiration for Iqbal’s revival of political Islam as foundation for the new nation of 
Pakistan.38 This dissertation contributes to such scholarship by highlighting a form of life 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
a series of rituals whose aim was precisely to separate blood into different kinds. Thus, some bloods are 
more sacred than others, as are some lives. It is this particular understanding that Benjamin associates with 
mythical violence—and with Christianity. And it is against them that he goes to war” (7,9).  	  
 
36“Vitalism” and “Life Philosophy” (Lebensphilosophie) were used interchangeably in Europe and beyond 
and are still addressed as one and the same in contemporary scholarship. Both vitalism and life philosophy 
(lebesphilosophie), the first evolving from French vitalist biology and the second from German romantic 
nature philosophy, located life as process, as lived experience and as dynamic force as their center of query. 
For a discussion of this terminology including futile attempts to distinguish between vitalism and 
Lebensphilosophie, see Nitzan Lebovic, The Philosophy of Life and Death: Ludwig Clages and the Rise of 
Nazi Biopolitics, 2013, Palgrave Macmillan, note 6, 26.   	  	  
 
37Donna V. Jones, The Racial Discourse of Life Philosophy: Négritude, Vitalism, and Modernity, 2010, 
Columbia University Press, 10. See also Soleymane Bachir Diagne, African Art as Philosophy: Senghor, 
Bergson and the Idea of Negritude, 2012, Seagull Books.   	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philosophy the trajectory of which spanned the United States and Asia, and the ideas of 
which ideas were deeply shaped by Protestant thought. This form of life philosophy 
emerged from American Protestant thinkers who drew upon the ideas about life, personal 
experience, and religion in the philosophies of such thinkers as Henry Bergson and 
Rudolph Eucken, as well as in the poetry of Rabindranath Tagore, to make the case that 
Christianity was more relevant than ever in the modern era. Reaching their apogee around 
the year 1913, these ideas reached Asia through the growing translation and circulation of 
philosophical treaties as well as through writings and lectures by returning students. 
Much like in the cases of colonial Senegal and the Pakistani nationalism, life philosophy 
became entangled with the formation story of Chinese national culture, particularly of 
literature.    
Scholarship on modern China has rigorously investigated the spread of ideas on 
biological life from the late Qing and through the Republican era through translations and 
original writings on evolutionary theory, eugenics, and racial theories. These studies 
straddle intellectual history, history of emotions, history of science and medicine, 
translation studies, and national literature and culture.39 Fewer works have engaged with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38Naveeda Khan, Muslim Becoming: Aspiration and Skepticism in Pakistan, 2012, Duke University Press.	  	  
 
39Beginning with Benjamin Scwarcz’s seminal In Search of Wealth and Power: Yen Fu and the West, 
1964, Harvard East Asian Series, Belknap Press on the early introduction of ideas on evolution through the 
translations of the late Qing scholar Yan Fu (1854–1921). See also James Reeves Pusey, China and 
Charles Darwin, 1986, Harvard University Press, and several works by Frank Dikotter, especially The 
Discourse of Race in Modern China, 1992, Hurst & Co. Laurence Schneider provides a thorough historical 
survey on the relationship between life sciences (mostly biology and genetics) and revolutionary politics in 
twentieth century China in Biology and Revolution in Twentieth Century China, 2003, 
Rowman&Littlefield.  On Eugenics see Hiroko Sakamoto, "The Cult of Love and Eugenics in May Fourth 
Movement Discourse," positions 12.2 (Fall 2004): 329–376. On biopower and the relation between body 
and state see Ruth Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity: Meanings of Health and Disease in Treaty Port China, 
2014 (reprinted edition), University of California Press. On translation see Lydia Liu, Translingual 
Practice: Literature, National Culture, And Translated Modernity--China 1900–1937, 1995, Stanford 
University Press, especially chapter one, 45–76; Ari Larissa Heinriehc, The Afterlife of Images: Translating 
the Pathological Body Between China and the West, 2008, Duke University Press. On race, body images 
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the concurrent popularity of “life philosophy” (renshengguan) and its commitment to 
explore the source of what is “human” through ostensibly non-biological definitions.40 
These studies touched upon the popularity of French Vitalism and German New Idealism 
in China, yet the involvement of American Protestant thought in their reception has gone 
unaccounted for. Thus, most studies on arguably the most prominent intellectual debate 
in the Republican era—the “Science and Life Philosophy” (kexue yu rensheng guan, 
1923) debate—do not make much of the fact that one of the most derogatory terms hurled 
by both sides was that of “religion.” Other than Lydia Liu’s pioneering essay on 
Biomimesis and literary realism, scholars have yet to pay much attention to connections 
between the “Science and Life Philosophy” debate and contemporaneous deliberations 
over the function of modern literature via literary writings and literary criticism.41  
It is, therefore, the goal of the following chapters to broaden the conversation on 
life in literature by shedding light on the larger context in which modern Chinese 
literature defined its means and ends. The architects of China’s revolution from Liang 
Qichao to Mao Zedong all perceived an accurate literary representation of real life—
enshrined by the genre of “realism” (xieshi zhuyi)—as the ultimate means to awaken the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and national identity see Jing Tsu, Failure, Nationalism, and Literature: The Making of Modern Chinese 
Identity 1918–1937, 2005, Stanford University Press.   
 
40There is no English language monograph dedicated to the broader discourse on life philosophy in China. 
Partial discussions can be found in: D.W.Y Kwok, Scientism in Chinese Thought 1900–1950, 1965, Yale 
University Press; Charlotte Furth, Ting Wen-Chiang; Science and China’s New Culture. Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1970; Guy Alitto, The Last Confucian: Liang Shu-ming and the Chinese 
Dilemma of Modernity, 1986, University of California Press.   
 
41Lydia H. Liu’s 2009 essay: “Life as Form: How Biomimesis Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun, 2009, 
The Journal of Asian Studies”, 68(1): 21–54. Liu’s essay—the reading of which sparked a longlasting 
interest in the issues raised that materialized in this project— looks primarily on Buddhism. I investigate 
the legacies of Protestant Christianity in sparking a process of grappling with religion at large on a literary 
realm.    
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masses into social revolution.42 Yet, the question lingers: How exactly was that supposed 
to happen? How was literature to bring about a spiritual transformation leading to nation 
building? And perhaps most importantly: how and why had this crucial task fallen to 
literature? 
Effective Sympathy 
The fact that Protestant missions in the Republican era failed to substantially raise 
conversion rates among the Chinese populace sometimes overshadows the extent to 
which Christian imperialism shaped Chinese cultural institutions 43 . The enduring  
persuasion that literature is a vehicle for stimulating political change in China is an 
important case in point. Chapters Three, Four, and Five explore how ideas on life as 
predominantly religious helped to shape a conviction in literary efficacy. Chinese fiction 
writers, poets, and critics across factional divisions believed that literature about human 
life constitutes a form of communication between writer and reader made possible by the 
latter’s feeling of sympathy (tongqing) for the lives encountered in the book. Readerly 
sympathy, it was believed, could instigate a phenomenon scientists term sympathetic 
resonance (gongming)—physical vibrations between two distant objects. The belief in 
literary sympathetic connections enabled prominent Chinese authors and poets to 
envision modern literature as a force of national binding by and through emotional 
stimulation.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42Marston Anderson, The Limits of Realism: Chinese Fiction in the Revolutionary Period, 1990, University 
of California Press; Theodore Huters, “Ideologies of Realism in Modern China: The Hard Imperatives of 
Imported History”, in Liu Kang and Xiaobing Tang (eds), Politics, Ideology, and Literary Discourse in 
Modern China: Theoretical Interventions and Cultural Critique, 1993, Duke University Press, 147–173.   
 
43In this respect, a surprisingly fascinating phenomenon that is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this 
project, are the rising conversion rates in China since 1949. Goossaert and Palmer in The Religious 
Question in Modern China estimate a sixty fold increase of Protestant converts since 1978, formulating the 
largest converts population in Asia. (1).   	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The rupture that sympathy, also known as “fellow feeling,” introduced in the 
Anglo-American emotive nomenclature is attributed to eighteenth-century moral 
philosophy, particularly to Adam Smith. Smith posited that sympathy arises through the 
faculty of imagination, which enables one to reconstruct the feelings of another person  
that he observes and to feel their feelings with them.44 Revising this theory shortly before 
his death in 1799, Eric Hayot tells us, Smith posited a question: Can sympathy operate 
just as successfully under the condition of physical distance between observer and 
observed? Could a European, Smith asked, truly feel sympathy for a Chinese victim of an 
earthquake happening far away?45            
The timing of Smith’s reconsideration of sympathy within the context of global 
events should not come as a surprise. Coinciding with the expansion of the colonial 
project, the popularization of sympathy as the foundation of human morals quickly 
developed into a semantic field that also incorporated “pity” and “responsibility”. Foreign 
missions originating from Britain and America embraced sympathy both as an emotional 
compass for engaging with local populations, and as an effective mechanism of raising 
funds back home.46 This was done by circulating visual and textual documentations of the 
suffering of heathens soon to be rescued by the love of Christ, and, indirectly, through the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44Adam Smith first discussed these ideas in Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) where he departed from 
David Hume and Francis Hutcheson’s earlier explanations of sympathy as part of the human “moral 
sense”— perceived as an addition to the external five senses: Jonathan Lamb, The Evolution of Sympathy in 
the Long Eighteenth Century, 2009, London: Brookfield.  	   
 
45Eric Hayot, The Hypothetical Mandarin: Sympathy, Modernity, and Chinese Pain, 2009, Oxford 
University Press, 3–4. 	  	  
 
46Female missionaries in India wrote extensively on a “Special bond of sympathy” enabling them to 
evangelize Indian women successfully. In Jeffry Cox, “Independent English Women in Delhi and Lahore”, 
in R.W Davis and David R.J Helmstadter, Religion and Irreligion in Victorian Society: Essays in Honor of 
R.K Webb, 2012, Routledge, 176. 	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currency supporting his messengers.47 Theories on the moral range of non-white races 
and their ability or inability to experience fellow feeling quickly followed. From praising 
a propensity of the Black race to respond with heated emotions to the sight of another’s 
suffering48 to reproaching Asians for being desensitized to their fellows’ pain,49 sympathy 
formed a part of a larger discourse pitting emotional abundance against emotional lack, 
and locating missions as bearers of a sentimental civilizing process desperately needed by 
areas deprived of a more developed emotional makeup.  
A capacious body of studies investigates the saturation of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Anglo-American literature with what Glenn Hendler terms “the logic 
of sympathy.”50 Many of these studies focus on how sympathy shaped literature about the 
colonies.51  In China scholarship, a growing number of works address the fraught 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47David Morgan, “The Look of Sympathy: Religion, Visual Culture, and the Social Life of Feeling”, 
Material Religion, 2009, 5(2): 137-8.  	   
 
48Tracy Fessenden, Culture and Redemption…106. 	  	  
 
49There is a long tradition of missionary writing on Asian callousness, epitomized in tropes such as “wood 
stolidity” which are pervasive in missionary writing on China and Korea. The American missionary Lilias 
Underwood, to state one example, commented thus on Korean women converts: “Their faces and hands 
bore the marks of care, toil, hard lives and few joys, but they were lighted with a glorious hope which 
transformed them, and this with the awakening desire for knowledge had banished the look of wood 
stolidity, which so many Korean women wear” in Lilias H. Underwood, Fifteen Years Among the Top-
Knots, 1904, New York: American Tract Society, 246. Eric Hayot (2009, chapter three) traces the budding 
of these to the American missionary Peter Parker who founded the first missionary hospital, the 
Ophthalmic Infirmary in Canton in 1835. Parker treated over fifty thousand patients for a myriad of 
problems and commented extensively on their astonishing ability to endure excruciating pain with a stoic 
facial countenance. On Peter Parker’s documentation of his ideas on Chinese resistance to pain in paintings 
he commissioned from the Chinese painter Lam Qua see also Larissa Heinrich, The Afterlife of Images: 
Translating the Pathological Body Between China and the West, 2008, Duke University Press, 39–73.        	   
 
50Glenn Hendler, Public Sentiments: Structures of Feeling in Nineteenth Century American Literature, 
2001, University of North California Press. 	  	  
 
51Other than Hayot’s book on the trope of the Mandarin in Anglo-American imagination of new moral 
frontiers, the field of English literature has produced several works on this issue. See for example (there are 
many more): Andrew Rudd, Sympathy and India in British Literature, 1770–1830, 2011, Palgrave 
Macmillan; Michelle Burnham, Captivity & Sentiment: Cultural Exchange in American Literature; Lynn 
M. Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth Century Britain and France, 2006, Johns Hopkins 
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reception of a modern discourse on sympathy as “fellow feeling” during late Qing and the 
Republican period. 52 The word tongqing—the Chinese designation of the English 
“sympathy”—dates to the Warring States Period (475–221 BC). According to the Hanyu 
Da Cidian, in its earliest use, tongqing meant “the same essence.”53 In the modern era 
tongqing evolved to mean “a resonance (gongming) experienced on the emotional level in 
response to another human being’s suffering.” 54  This modification of the original 
meaning, which the Hanyu Da Cidian dates to the May 4th era, is important because it 
emphasizes two elements that I argue characterize the discourse on sympathy in Chinese 
literature and culture: emotion and effect.   
 The historian Eugenia Lean has shown that by the 1930s, the term tongqing 
gained “an unmistakable collective connotation,” 55  made possible through the 
establishment of a new notion of the urban public by mass media outlets such as 
periodicals, theater, and radio. Leading to what she terms “the rise of popular sympathy,” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
University Press; Markman Ellis, The Politics of Sensibility: Race, Commerce, and Gender in the 
Sentimental Novel, 1996, Cambridge University Press. 	  	  
 
52On the reception of a missionary discourse of fellow-feeling in Chinese literature, particularly in the 
works of Lu Xun, see Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China 1900–1950, 
2007, Stanford University Press, “The Problem of National Sympathy”, pp. 221–255. See also Lee’s 
essays: “The Other Chinese: Romancing the Folk in the May Fourth Native Soil Fiction”, Concentric: 
Literary and Cultural Studies, 33(2), 2007, 9–34; “Tears That Crumbled the Great Wall: The Archaeology 
of Feeling in the May Fourth Folklore Movement” The Journal of Asian Studies, 64(1), 2005, 35–65. I 
discuss Lee’s work in chapter three. See also: Jin Wen, “Sentimentalism’s Transnational Journeys: ‘Bitter 
Society’ and Lin Shu’s Translation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin”, Modern Chinese Literature and Culture, 26(1) 
Spring 2014: 105–140; Jin Li, “Theater of Pathos: Sentimental Melodramas in the New Drama Legacy”, 
Modern Chinese Literature and Culture, 24(2): fall 2012: 94–128.	  
 
53The first documented use of the term, according to the Hanyu Da Cidian, can be found in writings of the 
legalist philosopher Han Feizi (280–233 BC). In a chapter titled: “Wielding the Scepter” Han Feizi advises 
the ruler to examine and distinguish between titles and things, so as to grasp how they are all formed under 
the same principles. 參名異事，通一同情 . Hanyu Da Cidian Online, accessed April 11, 2015, 
https://www.pleco.com  
 
54对于别人的遭遇在感情上发生共鸣, ibid. 	  
 
55Eugenia Lean, Public Passions: The Trial of Shi Jianqiao and the Rise of Popular Sympathy in 
Republican China, 2007, University of California Press, 5. 	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these new media technologies facilitated and informed a public production and 
performance of tongqing. Lean’s argument thus reveals a crucial aspect of the connection 
between sentiment and effect in the modern understanding of sympathy: the central role 
of media in creating a connection between emotion and impact in the social space. Bao 
Weihong’s most recent study on early Chinese theories of cinema provides an inspiring 
and comprehensive analysis of the intertwinement of media and affect during the 
Republican era. Bao takes the impact of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ideas on 
sympathetic resonance to be a key factor in the emergence of cinema as an intermedial 
channel of communication, working through affectively stimulating spectators into 
action.56 Focusing on the medium of literature and exploring how its aims, functions, and 
capabilities were radically reconceived in light of new theories on the real-life impact of 
sympathy, my dissertation is in the dialogue with this and other scholarship on modern 
understandings of the relationship between media and sentiment.  
Told through the prism of sympathy, the narrative I unfold chronologically begins 
with missionary essay contests held across the colonial world, which, in China and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56Weihong Bao, Fiery Cinema: The Emergence of an Affective Medium in China, 1915–1945, 2015, 
University of Minnesota Press. Tracing the perception of cinema as an “affective medium”, Bao 
demonstrates how the historical case of Republican China offers a new understanding of medium as 
“mediating environment” in which the medium (film), space (theater) and spectatorial body (audience) 
intertwine to create a communication model predicated not on one way transmission between sender and 
receiver but on resonance: “This resonance was predicated on the spectator as a medium capable of 
responding with sympathetic vibration and on the possibilities of televisuality, in which hypnotism and 
distant communication technologies intersected” (33). Bao traces the emergence of resonant spectatorship 
theories to late Qing political thinkers such as Tan Sitong and Kang Youwei who became inspired by 
missionary introduction of ether as “an all-pervasive environment and a space of continuous vibration” 
(137). Joining a growing body of works on “the affective turn”, Bao distinguishes “affect”—“identified by 
its affinity with the body, its proximity with physiological experience and sensation, its distance from 
contemplative cognition—” (15) from “emotion” or “sentiment” which belong to a subjective realm of the 
psychological interior. Since my research ties theories on literary efficacy to modern ideas on religion as 
repository for inner emotions, the following chapters focus more on the sentimental than the affective. That 
being said, it is worthwhile noting that the meaning of the Chinese word qing (used in the compound 
tongqing, sympathy) encompasses both the sentimental and the affective, thus rendering the differentiation 
a matter of readers’ convenience more than anything else.   
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elsewhere, planted the seeds linking literary realism to social change. The belief in the 
transformative power of literature, augmented by ideas regarding life as a force of 
creation, was modified, in essays, fiction, and poetry by believers and non-believers—
from members of the Chinese Christian Indigenization Movement (Zhongguo Jidujiao 
Bensehua Yundong) such as Zhao Zichen and Liu Tingfang, to key figures of the May 4th 
Movement such as Zhou Zuoren and Mao Dun.  
An important development in the shaping of ideas on life in literature happened 
when Chinese authors encountered the work and thought of the Bengali Renaissance 
Movement, initially through the writings of Rabindranath Tagore. Expanding the 
boundaries of a discourse on religion in China to non-monotheistic terrains, as the author 
and critic Wang Tongzhao commented in 1924, reading Tagore led prominent poets such 
as Xu Zhimo and Bing Xin to develop an ideal of religion as a channel of communication 
between man and the universe around him. Employing this understanding of religion in 
poetic attempts to capture human life in its emotional abundance, Bing Xin and Xu 
Zhimo devised a poetics of sentimental outpouring aimed at kindling immediate 
relationality between poet and reader. 
Though it was Anglo-American Protestant thought laid the initial foundation for 
understanding religion as a specific sphere of knowledge in modern China, the reception 
and metamorphosis of ideas on religion, life, and literature were informed by profound 
critique of the imperialist legacies of Christianity, executed by an ongoing awareness of 
China’s position in the world and enlisting of literature to improve upon this position. 
This systematic engagement with colonial knowledge enshrined by the separation 
between religion and state reached its peak in the scholarship and fiction of Xu Dishan. 
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Trained as a scholar of comparative religion, and specializing in Sanskrit, Chinese, and 
Indian folklore, Xu Dishan spent the 1920s and 1930s working, both alone and with 
collaborators, to devise a critique of the equation of monotheism with civilization. He 
infused his literary work with ritualistic sensibilities, and created a form of literary 
realism that locates folklore at the heart of modern living, and facilitates sympathetic 
communication through an idea of life as an ongoing negotiation with fate, shared by 
writers, readers, and characters.    
Exploring how the Chinese triangulation of life, religion, and literature developed 
through engaging with the problem of efficacy, I hope to contribute a new perspective on 
the “reform of the spirit”—that monumental task shouldered by a fledgling literary 
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                                                       CHAPTER 1 
                    Rensheng: The Biotheological Turn in China  
When we think about China’s May 4th Movement, one of the first things that 
comes to mind is Chen Duxiu’s introduction of “Mr. Science” and “Mr. Democracy” in 
one of the most cited proclamations of the period. On the eve of the student 
demonstrations of May 4, 1919, Chen Duxiu (陳獨秀 1872–1942) responded to critiques 
of New Youth’s wholesale embrace of Western rational thought:    
We, of course, admit that we are guilty of all the charges. But if we go to the root of the 
matter, we are not really guilty. We committed these heinous crimes entirely for the sake 
of supporting two gentlemen: Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science. In order to support Mr. 
Democracy, we must oppose Confucianism, the code of rituals, the virtue of chastity, 
traditional ethics, and traditional politics; in order to support Mr. Science, we must 
oppose traditional arts and crafts and traditional religion; in order to support Mr. 
Democracy and Mr. Science, we cannot but oppose national essence studies (guocui) and 
old style literature (jiu wenxue).1  
 
Personified as a human savior, science (kexue), in Chen Duxiu’s phrasing, would defend 
China from the malice of traditional art, literature, and religion. The May 4th promotion 
of science, as can be seen here, was not a call to advance empirical research, acquire new 
laboratory tools and skills, or focus on developing new technologies. Rather, science 
(kexue— a new term translated from Japanese into Chinese) was an epistemology: Chen 
Duxiu and others advocated a scientific outlook on life, society, and politics, 
characterized by observation, objectivity, experimentation, causality, and a firm belief in 
the idea of social progress through science.2 Most notable is Chen’s peculiar alliance of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Chen Duxiu. “Ben zhi zui an de da bian shu” [Reply to the Charges Against Our Journal] Xin Qingnian, 
6:1 (1919), 10-11. Cited here in D.W.Y Kwok’s translation in Scientism in Chinese Thought 1900-1950 
(Yale University Press, 1965), 67-68. 	  	  
 
2Wang Hui historicized the rise of science as an epistemology in Republican China, launched by the 
replacement of the pre-twentieth century term for science—gezhi,  meaning “the investigation of things”—
with kexue—literally meaning—“knowledge divided by field”. Elman (2005) locates the reasons for this 
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science with new literature. These were the formative stages of the Chinese perception 
that literature would be the medium of national revival—a perception that would persist 
long after 1949. Consequently, it was hardly surprising that literature was caught up in 
debates over how to understand life and reform the nation. An important link in the story 
of how literature was tasked with reflecting, explaining, and stimulating Chinese life is 
the 1923 debate on science and life.   
On February 14, 1923, Zhang Junmai (張君勱 1886–1969) delivered a talk at 
Tsinghua University titled Life Philosophy (renshengguan). The talk sparked one of the 
most famous intellectual debates in modern Chinese history. Zhang called upon the 
students present to reject an understanding of life based on science. The particular nature 
of human life (renshengguan de tedian), he argued, is subjective and anchored in free 
will and intuition. For these reasons, scientific rationale could not account for the fullness 
of life. This provoked an immediate response from Ding Wenjiang (丁文江 1887–1936), 
founder of the Chinese Geological Society. Ding described the scientific method (kexue 
fangfa) as the only valid means to understand life and defined it as: “the classification of 
all the facts in the world and the search of order among them.”3 The exchange grew into a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
transition to different type of encounter with Western knowledge represented by Jesuit missionaries in the 
16th century and Protestant missionaries in the 19th century. Elman traces a historical trajectory in which 
“Science” shifted from Ming dynasty’s conception of gezhi as a moral investigation and a pathway to 
sagehood, to Qing period evidential scholarship, which broadened the definition of gezhi to include textual 
and worldly knowledge alongside moral knowledge, and to finally, after the defeat in the Sino-Japanese 
war (1895), a rejection of gezhi which was perceived as traditional and backward and an adoption of the 
Japanese definition of science as kexue, which, though ironically based on missionary translations 
circulating during the Meiji restoration, was seen in China as a break from both the Chinese past and the 
missionary legacy, and an embrace of modern Western science. As for what I termed here “a scientific 
outlook on life” I am relying on Charlotte Furth’s articulation of “scientism”: “the application of scientific 
concepts to other, unrelated areas of inquiry outside their own sphere of relevance” in Charlotte Furth, Ting 
Wen-Chiang: Science and China’s New Culture, 1970, Harvard University Press, 14.   
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heated  controversy, in which all the major thinkers and cultural reformers in Republican 
China voiced their opinions on the fundamental question: can science explain the truth of 
life? The responses, in the form of journal and newspaper essays, were later collected and 
published in a volume entitled Science and the Philosophy of Life (Kexue yu 
renshengguan, 1924).  
The majority of writers sided with scientism as the ultimate solution to China’s 
myriad of problems. They generally advocated one of two trends of thought: Materialism, 
premised on understanding life solely within the boundaries of what can be observed and 
explained in objective terms, or Pragmatism, promoting experimental methods and 
causality for examining problems and acting upon them in a concrete practical manner.4 
Countering these arguments, Zhang Junmai and his clique argued that the full range of 
lived experience, personal intuition, and emotions remained outside the grasp of objective 
observation.  
The importance of the debate and its relevance for our understanding of modern 
Chinese history lies in the expansive way in which issues were framed. The question of 
understanding life was connected to questions of broader national concern: how do we 
understand ourselves? How do we understand others? What is the best way to handle 
social divisiveness and ideological bankruptcy after the fairly recent collapse of the 
imperial order? How much should China borrow from the West in this process?  
Such questions, with the concept of  “life” (sheng) at their center, became 
ubiquitous in China’s Republican era (1911–1949).  For almost two thousand years, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3Ding Wenjiang, “Xuanxue yu kexue” [Metaphysics and Science] in Hu Shi (ed), Kexue yu renshengguan 
lunzhan [The Debate Over Science and The Philosophy of Life], 1977, Taibei: wen xue chu ban she, vol 1, 
42. 	  	  
 
4D.W.Y Kwok, Scientism in Chinese Thought 1900–1950, 1965, Yale University Press. 	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China’s interlinked political and literary cultures had rarely located the meaning of 
human life as a source of query. State, family, and culture were very much rooted in 
various versions of human to human hierarchical relationships, epitomized by filial piety 
(xiao), enacted by rites (li), and mediated by carefully cultivated emotions (qing).5 But as 
the last Imperial dynasty lost the throne, and a new and turbulent era redefined China’s 
longstanding political, social, familial, and educational realities, a concern with ways to 
understand human life (rensheng)—from biological science to religious thought, from 
Marxist materialism to Eastern mysticism—dominated China’s intellectual spheres. 
Debates over how to save China from national peril by strengthening its international 
position, how to reform social structures entrenched for hundreds of years to fit a new 
reality of imperial encroachment, and most importantly, how to mobilize the population 
for the above tasks, raised competing “Views of Life” (renshengguan).   
This epistemological shift from a hierarchical understanding of human 
relationships to a concern with the meaning of individual life did not emerge from  
nowhere. Benjamin Elman’s foundational studies on the eighteenth century have 
established how the scholarly turn to evidential scholarship seeking to authenticate and 
controvert the Confucian textual legacy ruptured the centuries-long imperial orthodoxy’s 
ideal of study as a form of self-cultivation. A new philological orientation privileged the 
processes of reading, authenticating, and collating over the moral concerns of the 
classics.6  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5Li Zehou, The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, 2010, University of Hawaii Press. 	  
 
6Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology: Intellectual and Social Aspects of Change in Late 
Imperial China, 2001, University of California Los Angeles Press; On Their Own Terms: Science in China 
1550–1900, 2005, Harvard University Press.    	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This shift in China’s intellectual culture from ethical structures to dynamic 
inquiry planted the seeds for an enthusiastic reception of the natural sciences, first 
introduced in China by Anglo-American Protestant missionaries during the nineteenth 
century. Various specialized and vernacularized versions of evolutionary theory soared in 
popularity. The term “Religion” (zongjiao) was translated into Chinese from Japanese 
and soon launched a vibrant discourse on the significance of religion for national 
strengthening. Understanding and preserving “Life”—biological, spiritual, individual, 
and social—came to stand as the bearer of national modernity. This chapter examines the 
rise of a new epistemology of “life” in China, a necessary first link in the larger story this 
project aims to tell of the commitment modern Chinese literature took upon itself to 
depict real life in order to save the nation.  
Previous scholarship dates the preoccupation with life to a short period in the first 
half of the 1920s. These works draw almost exclusively on a seminal intellectual debate 
that took place in 1923 and was posthumously entitled: Science and The Philosophy of 
Life (Kexue yu Renshengguan Lunzhan).7 Yet, a broader examination of the Republican 
period’s robust publication industry reveals that writings on “life” circulated for over a 
decade prior to 1923, and remained prevalent until the 1949 ascendance of the CCP.  
Looking at Late Qing and Republican period journal articles alone, between 1910 
and 1949 over 350 journal articles with “life philosophy” (renshengguan) in the title were 
published, not including books and other studies. These articles cover an astonishing 
array of topics, from revolutionary philosophy of life, to medicine and philosophy of life, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7See for example Theodor De-Bary and Richard Lufrano, eds. Sources of Chinese Tradition Vol 2. 2001, 
Columbia University Press; D. W. Y. Kwok, 1965. Scientism in Chinese Thought, 1900-1950. Yale 
University Press; Tong Defu, “Bogesen shengming zhexue yu zhongguo xiandai sixiang jie” [Bergsonian 
Life Philosophy and Modern China’s Intellectual Circles] Tianjin Shehui Kexue 1996, 1:88-93.    
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to understanding the philosophy of life in works such as Dream of Red Chambers, and 
more.8 Authors, scientists, and politicians of diverse dispositions, from Liang Qichao to 
Mao Dun, from Ding Wenjiang and Hu Shi to Bing Xin and Xu Zhimo, used “life” as an 
analytical lens through which to understand their country’s position in the increasingly  
fierce international competition for wealth and power, and to attempt to come to terms 
with radical shifts in traditional state-society relations. Approaches to the question of life 
were multifaceted: materialists grounded life within biological determinism, hereditary 
theories, or eugenics and called for subjecting all aspects of social and national life to 
scientific scrutiny. Idealist philosophers argued for the independence of emotion and 
thought from the realm of objectivity and warned that a wholesale embrace of science 
and technology would result in dehumanization.  
Underlying all of these competing ideologies, however, was an elephant in the 
room: religious thought. Much like in Europe, the United States, and other Asian 
countries, Chinese modernization was a messy endeavor, in which the premise of secular 
progress was never fully realized, at least not in the ways envisioned by social and 
cultural reformers. The following traces the trajectory of a global discourse on life which 
arrived in China as early as 1910, and rapidly engulfed the intellectual sphere thereafter. 
The Birth of the “Biotheological” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
8Below are some examples of many drawn from the database Dacheng lao jiu kan quan wen shu ju ku  
dachengdata.com, accessed November 12, 2013. “Zhongguo wenhua zhi renshengguan” [The Life 
Philosophy of Chinese Culture] (1929); “Yuzhouguan yu renshengguan” [Universalism and Life 
Philosophy] (1917, 1928);  “Zhong zhong fan geming yu geming renshengguan” [Revolutionary Life 
Philosophy and the Myriad of Counterrevolutionaries] (1929); “Jingji de renshengguan” [The Life 
Philosophy of Economy] (1929) “Yixue jia de renshengguan” [The Life Philosophy of Medical Doctors] 
(1932–1934); “Shanghai ren de renshengguan” [The Life Philosophy of Shanghai Residents] (1933); “Lu 
Xun changzuo zhong biaoxian de renshengguan” [Life Philosophy as Expressed in Lu Xun’s Work] (1935); 
“Shuo qingnian renshengguan” [On The Life Philosophy of Youth] (1948); “Hongloumeng tandao 
renshengguan” [On Life Philosophy in the Dream of Red Chambers] (1949). 	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The question “what is life?” accompanied the rise to prominence of positivist 
thought in mid-nineteenth century continental philosophy. Around the time of Hegel’s 
passing in 1831, the deep-seated perception of science as a unified system changed to an 
understanding of scientific knowledge as a process. This new view introduced empirical 
observation as a preferred methodology and facilitated the authority of positivism for 
decades to come. Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), one of the founders of the German 
school of Life Philosophy (Lebensphilosophie) inverted the Hegelian dictum that “life” is 
a deficient mode of “spirit.” Instead, Dilthey advocated that it is concrete life-experience 
that provides access to true knowledge of the world. The hegemony of absolute idealism 
thus collapsed: a separation between matter and spirit, biologically terminate life and 
eternal soul, as well as a hierarchy privileging the latter, made way for a new 
understanding of life as a dynamic development.  Lived experience, embodied in 
experimentation and sensorial perception, became the yardstick for accessing 
knowledge.9  
The emergence of “life” as a focus of critical inquiry was, from its inception, 
closely tied with social, historical, and institutional transformations. The new focus on 
life in German philosophy and theology was institutionally embodied in the 
establishment of the new university system in Germany. Explicitly tying knowledge 
production and education with civic responsibilities towards state and society, Humboldt 
University, founded in 1810, promoted an entirely new concept of the modern learning 
institution, culminating in vast reforms of academic fields in direct response to the 
dominance of positivism and empiricism. New disciplines such as sociology, psychology, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9Herbert Schnädelbach. Philosophy in Germany 1831-1933 1984, Cambridge University Press.  
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and the human sciences were established, and new methodologies such as philology, 
textual criticism, and neo historicism re-conceptualized traditions of reading and 
research.10 
 The Christian Protestant response to the new emphases on lived experience and 
experimentation rapidly followed. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) introduced the 
concept of Hermeneutics, which located understanding—rather than faith in the 
transcendent—as the main problem of interest for theological thought.11 Posthumously 
named “Liberal Theology,” Schleiermacher’s work instigated a revolution: it paved the 
way for new conceptualizations of interpretation and of the relationship between man and 
the universe around him. By placing an emphasis on the immanent human experience of 
reading the scriptures instead of the authority of inherited doctrines and the Church 
institution, Schleiermacher expanded the horizons of religious faith and practice. 
Reading, deciphering, and understanding, were now perceived as facilitating a bond 
between God and man.  
By re-conceptualizing life as both biological and spiritual, liberal theology located 
subjective religious experience as means to access the divine plan—to understand 
something about humanity and the world in which it lives. Schleiermacher broke ground 
for a new view of religion that “could now be appreciated as an autonomous moment in 
human experience which ought not to be reduced to science, metaphysics or morality. 
Religion had its own integrity, and religious belief and practice were properly viewed as 




11Herbert Schnädelbach. Philosophy in Germany 1831-1933 1984, Cambridge University Press.  
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expressions of the religious dimensions or moment.”12 Christianity thus met the 
challenges posed by modern science. Using experiential methods and emphasizing 
process instead of doctrine, Protestant thought was able to subsume science by positing 
religion as simultaneously embodied in empirical dimension (experience) as well as a 
spiritual dimension (religious).       
“Life” thus became a powerful trope: it arose almost simultaneously as a site of  
biological and religious knowledge. Gil Anidjar helpfully frames this process as the 
“birth of the biotheological.” Life, Anidjar argues, has always been biological 
(“biological life” is a pleonastic phrase, he reminds us). But the moment that we began 
addressing life as biocentric should be traced to a specific period in the history of 
Christianity, namely: the sanctification of life in the mid-nineteenth century.13 In short, 
the fact that life came to be indexed as the ultimate frame of reference in the modern era, 
enshrined by the development of life sciences, not only did not undermine the stronghold 
of Christian faith, but actually hinged upon the sanctification of life that Christianity 
promoted. Historicizing the sanctification of life, Anidjar points to the key role Protestant 
missionaries played in fortifying the biotheological and exporting it outside the Anglo-
Saxon world.14   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
12Wayne Proudfoot. Religious Experience 1975, University of California Press, xiii. 	  	  
13Anidjar writes: “The historically determined albeit extended attribution of sacredness to life, to life above 
all, instituted the parameters according to which the biological has been isolated and hoisted high. The 
sacralization of life must be attended to and understood rather than accepted as always have been 
ubiquitous” Gil Anidjar, “The Meaning of Life”, Critical Inquiry,  2011, (37): 699. 	  	  
 
14A critique of biopolitics must entail a critique of Christianity’s role in fashioning imperialism and 
colonial expansion. This would also explain the lacuna in Foucault and others’ investigation of biopolitics, 
which left out the colonial situation, hence understood biopolitics as stemming from secularization. Anidjar 
argues:  “I have done no more than allude to the absence of colonialism in philosophical discussions of the 
bioplitical and to the following, related matter: the critique, indeed, the decolonization of Christianity has 
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New life-centrist philosophies spread both inside and outside Germany almost 
immediately and inspired global responses to positivist thought. The German New 
Idealism philosopher Rudolf Eucken’s (1846–1926) writings on the critical need for 
religion to ameliorate the materialist nature of modern living were immensely popular 
and earned him the 1908 Nobel prize in literature.15 In France, Henri Bergson responded 
to the Darwinist vision of life as bounded by evolutionary biology with his own 
theorization of “creative evolution”: the idea that a force of life determines the course of 
history, and that force—Élan vital—is malleable, and can be approached through 
personal experience and intuition. Published in 1907, Creative Evolution quickly became 
one of the most influential philosophical treatises of the twentieth century, and circulated 
widely all over the world. In America, liberal Protestant thinkers enthusiastically 
embraced evolutionary theory because, under their revision, evolution reasserted the 
Christian creed of the unity of creation, a single principle that drives history forward in a 
positive and progressive direction.16  
The historical emergence of life as an experience, a prism through which to 
understand the world, simultaneously located the biotheological as a site for both 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
yet to begin. This is not least because Christianity continues to be thought of in reductive terms according 
to religious paramaters, as one religion among many” Ibid, 722.   	  	  
15Unlike Bergson, Eucken is completely absent from philosophical and theoretical works today—this fact 
has been went unaccounted for decades. In a conversation I had with Frederick Beiser, a specialist in 
German New Idealism in Fall 2012, Beiser suggested that the steep decline in scholarship on Eucken had to 
do with Eucken’s signing on the “Manifesto of the Ninety Three.” This proclamation of unequivocal 
support of Germany issued on October 4, 1914, and signed by ninety three scientists, philosophers and 
intellectuals, had caused many of the original signers to disappear from public eye in the aftermath of the 
Great War. 	  
 
16Theologians such as Theodore Munger, Border Parker Bowne, Henry Ward Beecher, Newman Smyth, 
and John Fiske contended that “evolution is about the uniform working of force in nature, but evolution by 
itself cannot explain the force of nature, which has its only possible origin in will…Humankind bears an 
organic relation to the process of creation, but human beings possess freedom by virtue of their absolute 
relation to the spiritual Power that indwells and enlivens the process of creation”. In Gary Dorrien, The 
making of American Liberal Theology: Imagining Progressive Religion 1805-1900, 2001, Westminster 
John Knox Press, 301. 	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objective observation and subjective emotions and thoughts. The notion of personal 
experience embodied both of these vectors: knowledge based on experience was at once 
experiential and subjective. The timing of life’s emergence as such, in the aftermath of 
the Industrial Revolution, crystallized one of the critical tensions of the modern era: the 
conviction that science will decipher the secret of life counterbalanced with the fear that 
technological prowess will lead to dehumanization; put differently, an embrace of 
empiricism as the ultimate touchstone enmeshed with anxiety for the future of religious 
faith. Life’s rise to prominence also corresponded to a peak in American missionary 
activity17, and a massive rise in the translation and dissemination of foreign literature 
across the colonial world. Through missionary universities, intellectual exchanges, and 
translations of philosophical and literary works, life reached Asia at the very beginning of 
the twentieth century.  
The Long Arm of Religious Modernity  
Japan first encountered vitalism18 in the early 1900s through the writings of 
Ōnishi Hajime (1864–1900). Ōnishi studied in Leipzig and Jena with Rudolph Eucken in 
1897 and introduced Eucken’s writings on religion as a balancing agent to modern life 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17Explained, among other reasons, by the rise of premillennialist theology which linked the second coming 
of Christ to global evangelization on the one hand, and the social gospel movement which upheld social 
service as the ultimate Christian ideal on the other hand. By 1910, the American budget for foreign 
missions was seventeen million dollars. By 1915 it is estimated that one in fifteen hundred American adults 
was a missionary. See Elizabeth Underwood. 2003. Challenged Identities: North American Missionaries In 
Korea, 1884-1934, 2003, Royal Asiatic Society, Korea Branch; Jung Pak, “‘Not by power nor by might’: 
American missionaries and the spiritual wars in Korea, 1885—1953,” PhD Diss., Columbia University, 
2006, 32.    	   
 
18“Vitalism” and “Life Philosophy” (Lebensphilosophie) were used interchangeably in Europe and beyond 
,and are still addressed as one and the same in contemporary scholarship. Both vitalism and life philosophy 
(lebesphilosophie), the first evolving from French vitalist biology and the second from German romantic 
nature philosophy, located life as process, as lived experience and as dynamic force as their center of query. 
For a discussion of this terminology including futile attempts to distinguish between vitalism and 
Lebensphilosophie, see Lebovic, The Philosophy of Life and Death, note 6, 26.   	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upon his return.19 In 1911, inspired by Bergson’s Élan vital, the Japanese philosopher 
Tanabe Hajime coined the term “Life-centrism” (seimei shugi chūshin): “the ensemble of 
current resistance against the harm caused by the development of material civilization 
based on the conquest of nature.”20 Bergson’s Élan vital and Eucken’s objection to the 
secularization of life played an important role in shaping a critique of the modern Meiji 
embrace of Western technology and political thought.21  
Anxiety over the potential harm technological and scientific progress might 
portend for humanity at large originated in Europe and the United States. When it 
manifested in Japan, it betrayed a national concern as well. Bergson and Eucken defined 
life as more than a materialist phenomenon, but Japanese thinkers had to grapple with the 
Western origin of technological prowess as well. In other words, a Japanese critique of 
the “conquest of nature” raised questions not only about the endeavor itself, but also 
about the adoption of Western methods it required and the implications of such 
borrowing.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
19Gino K. Piovesana. Recent Japanese Philosophical Thought 1862-1994: A Survey 1997, Routledge p. 52; 
Michael F. Marra. A History of Modern Japanese Aesthetics 2001, University of Hawaii Press p. 72.  
20Suzuki Sadami. The Concept of Literature in Japan 2006, Int’l Research Center Japanese Studies, p. 303-
304. 
 
21Eucken wrote: “All the splendor of the external successes of civilization cannot hide the fact that it does 
not satisfy the whole man with his inner needs, and that the amelioration of the world around us which it 
has accomplished does not compensate for the inner emptiness of its excessive concentration of effort on 
the visible world, its secularization of life. …men crave more love and more solidarity in the human race 
than modern civilization affords, and that, too, is driving men to religion”: in Rudolph Eucken. Back to 
Religion copyright 1912, by Luther H. Cary  Boston, New York, Chicago: The Pilgrim Press pp. 8-9, 16, 
20. Eucken was translated into Japanese more than into any other language except English. Works such as  
Die Lebensanschauungen der grossen Denker; Der Wahrheitsgehalt der Religion; Die Geistige 
Strömungen der Gegenwart; Die Grundlinien einer neuen Lebensanschauung; Sinn und Wert des Lebens 
were translated into Japanese by notable philosophers such as Abe Yoshishige  and Hatano Seichi. The 
latter also studied the connections between religion and philosophy and published such books as Shūkyō 
tetsugaku no honshitsu oyobi sono kompon mondai [The Essence of the Philosophy of Religion and its 
Fundamental Problems], 1920. Shūkyō tetsugaku [Philosophy of Religion], 1935; Shūkyō tetsugaku jōron 
[Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion], 1940. 	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 The transformation of the problem of life into a national question, specifically, as 
a question of the nation in a colonial and/or imperialist context inspired political radicals 
worldwide. In India, Bergsonian vitalism was popular among artists and philosophers 
such as Rabindranath Tagore, and was fundamental in ushering the Muslim national 
awakening spearheaded by Muhamad Iqbal (1877–1938) that ultimately led to the 
founding of Pakistan.22 In Senegal, the sanctification of life that vitalism offered inspired 
the Négritude movement’s anti-colonial struggle against theories justifying racial 
inequality. Authors and poets such as Aimé Césaire (1913–2008) and Léopold Sédar 
Senghor (1906–2001) critiqued positivism and modern technology as distinctly Western 
forms of cultural imperialism and framed “life,” in contrast, as something that could 
never be fully known or contained by science.23  
In China, the earliest writing on life philosophy was an article published in 1910. 
and titled: “The Life Philosophy of New Idealism.” The article introduced Eucken’s 
views in Meaning and Value of Life  (Sinn und Wert des Lebens, 1908). Principally, the 
writer cites Eucken’s view that lived experience manifests the spiritual world and 
operates in reality: “The truth of [our] nonphysical world is actualized in my experience. 
Because of this, I alter the organization of the world with my values. The whole of 
material benefits are also enhanced and progress by my own experience.”24  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22Naveeda Khan, Muslim Becoming: Aspiration and Skepticism in Pakistan, 2012, Duke University Press, 
chapter two.	  	  
 
23For discussions on life philosophy’s influence on political and artistic movements worldwide see, for 
example: Souleymane Bachir Diagne. African Art as Philosophy: Senghor, Bergson and the Idea of 
Negritude 2012, Seagull Books; Donna V. Jones. The Racial Discourses of Life Philosophy: Négritude, 
Vitalism and Modernity 2011, Columbia University Press; Suzuki Sadami. The Concept of Literature in 
Japan 2006, Int’l Research Center Japanese Studies. 	  	  
 
24Tu Xiaoshi. “Xin li xiang zhu yi de ren sheng guan” [The Life Philosophy of New Idealism] Xueyi zazhi 
1910, 2(8): 9. All translations into English are mine unless stated otherwise. 
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 Numerous writings on life philosophy quickly followed. In the first issue of the 
influential New Youth  (Xin Qingnian) magazine, the editor Chen Duxiu (1879–1942), 
who six years later founded the Chinese Communist Party and served as its first General 
Secretary, introduced Bergson and Eucken in an essay titled: “A Warning to Youth” 
(jinggao qingnian). Chen discussed Bergson and Eucken as representatives of a new 
philosophical retort to Western Materialism a-la Mill’s Utilitarianism (shili zhuyi) and 
Comte’s Positivism (shiyan zhexue). The retort was framed as being of key importance 
particularly in the context of the ongoing First World War:   
Although Bergson and Eucken do not admire the present day material culture (wuzhi 
wenming), their emphasis on the problem of living pivots around it: [they argue that] life 
become sacred (shengshen) at the moment in which the present war smears bright flags 
with blood. Europeans are now violently and completely awaken from their meaningless 
and empty dreams.25      
 
New Youth was tremendously influential for the revolutionary generation of China. It was 
the first venue that introduced global political thought and aesthetic theories in an explicit 
effort to mobilize social and cultural reform, and is regarded as directly influencing the 
rise of the New Culture Movement and the May 4th movement.26  The discussion of life 
philosophy in the first issue of this influential magazine testifies to the rising importance 
of ideas on life in China at the time and to the framing of these ideas in a similar political 
and national context to Japan. Chen contrasted Bergson and Eucken’s celebration of life 
with its apparent devaluation through the ravages of war. If Europe itself was only now   
awakening from its illusions, how should China deal with the problem of life, of 
materialism, of war? 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25“Jingao Qingnian” Xin Qingnian 1915, 1(1): 5	  	  
 
26Schwarcz, Vera. The Chinese Enlightenment: Intellectuals and the Legacy of the May Fourth Movement 
of 1919. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986.	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The pairing of Bergson and Eucken as the two pillars of life philosophy in Japan 
and China is intriguing and certainly not intuitive. Eucken was an avid Christian 
supporter of German nationalism and Bergson was a secular Jew and co-founder of the 
League of Nations. Previous scholarship has taken notice of this fact, but explained the 
linking of Bergson and Eucken in the Chinese context to the latter’s penchant for drawing 
upon European thought somewhat indiscriminately.27 And yet, the connection between 
Bergson and Eucken was not originally drawn by Chinese or Japanese intellectuals: life 
philosophy became popularly known as Bergsonian-Euckenian around the same time in 
China and Japan, and this framing originated not from Europe but from the other side of 
the North Atlantic Ocean. Chinese thinkers weren’t just randomly mixing and matching 
Eucken and Bergson, but were drawing from a specifically American moral philosophy 
that offered a view of life intensely infused with religious thought.  
In the early 1900s, American liberal theologians turned to European life 
philosophy to emphasize the importance of personal religious experience for a truer belief 
in God.28 Especially after the passing of William James in 1910, American Protestant 
thinkers sought to continue James’ project of establishing a science of religion by 
gathering psychological data of religious experience. Eucken and Bergson’s upholding of 
the spiritual in the face of a rapidly industrialized modern America complemented  
James’ charting of a territory unique to religion that could be observed with scientific 
means but never be fully understood by science.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27See for example Shu-mei Shih, The Lure of the Modern: Writing Modernism in Semi-Colonial China 
1917-1937, 2001, University of California Press, 153-154, 164. 	  	  
 
28See Gary Dorrien. The Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism and Modernity 1900-
1950 2003, Westminster John Knox Press, pp. 216-285 and Martin Jay. Songs of Experience: Modern 
American and European Variations on a Universal Theme 2005, University of California Press. Pp. 78-
131.     	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Between 1912–1913 Bergson and Eucken visited the United States and gave 
lectures that stirred American academia and were covered extensively by local media. 
Bergson’s lecture entitled “Spirituality and Liberty” at Columbia University had such a 
massive turnout for the event that it famously caused the first traffic jam in the history of 
Broadway.29 Massive crowds attended Eucken’s public lectures. During his visit an 
Eucken association was founded in New York and an Eucken Club at Gettysburg 
Lutheran College. The two professors were introduced to each other at a banquet 
honoring them both Columbia, where crowds of enthusiasts received them as 
international celebrities.30 The ripples of the two visits resulted in an embrace of Bergson 
and Eucken as bearers of a new era, in which science was finally to be challenged by the 
personal human experience. Such was the rhapsodic discourse that appeared in the 
Princeton Theological Review: 
Since the death of William James, the brightest luminaries in the philosophical heavens 
have been Rudolph Eucken, of Jena, and Henri Bergson, of Paris… Eucken stands as the 
protagonist of the rights of personality and moral freedom, and for this reason has drawn 
about him a body of enthusiastic disciples who are ready to follow him in his revolt 
against selfish materialism, conventional morality and a naturalist philosophy which 
denies the rights of the spiritual in man. It is religion, he says, which ‘shows the dark 
abyss in our nature, but also shows illuminated peaks; it opens out infinite tasks and 
brings ever to an awakening a new life in its movement against the ordinary self…the 
important thing with Bergson is the current of existence (élan vital) forging its way, 
against an antagonistic current, into vegetable life, animal life, consciousness and 
civilization, and perhaps into immortality. The orthodox evolutionist will of course say 
that creative evolution is evolution without anything to be evolved, and the orthodox 
theologian will say that it is creation without a Creator; but it is plain that the Bergson 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29Philippe Soulez et Frédéric Worms, Bergson:Biographie, 2002, Presses Universitaires France, 137.  	  	  
 
30Thus Eucken’s describes their meeting in his memoir: “President Butler gave a banquet in honor of me 
and Bergson, who was lecturing there at the same time and it was a great success and led to a lively 
conversation (in English) between us. There was also a great ‘rout’ in our honor. Each of us was 
surrounded by a large crowd of men, and still a larger crowd of women, and questions were showered upon 
us. My wife and daughter saw that I did not suffer from hunger and thirst while this was on, but Bergson 
was less fortunate. He was alone and was powerless against the army of ladies. I had in the end to get him 
away by force and see to his material needs” in:  Rudolph Eucken, Rudolph Eucken, his Life Work and 
Travels	  translated by Joseph McCabe 1922, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 164.  
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rapprochement between creationism and evolutionism must be reckoned with in future by 
both parties.31  
 
In the first half of the twentieth century twenty-four books studying Eucken and 
Bergson were published in the English language, predominantly in the United States, 
alongside hundreds of journal and newspaper articles.32 A book published by E. Herman 
(1876–1923) in the same year, entitled Eucken and Bergson: Their Significance to 
Christian Thought was reprinted over five times. 33  The union of creationism and 
evolutionism that the author in the Princeton Theological Review relates to Bergson and 
Eucken’s struggle to retain a spiritual human foundation was particularly appealing to 
American Protestant thinkers. With the Great War around the corner, people’s interest in 
religious experience and life force signified a deep distrust in the ability of scientific 
materialism not only to deliver the truth of human life, but to preserve and protect the 
living.  
For their part, Chinese intellectuals began to raise Eucken and Bergson’s names to 
reassess what they saw as a “Western” approach to life. A known example is Liang 
Qichao’s (梁启超 1873–1929) travelogue, written in 1920 when Liang returned from a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
31Princeton Theological Review vol 11, 1913, (488–492) 	  	  
 
32This data was drawn from America’s Historical Newspapers and Worldcat.	  
 
33E. Herman was the pseudonym of Brigid Emily Herman. A Prague born journalist, Herman married a 
Presbyterian minister with whom she conducted missionary work in Turkey and Australia: Bernard M. 
Christensen, The Inward Pilgrimage: an Introduction to Christian Spiritual Classics, Minneapolis, 
Augsburg, 1996, 117–124. Author of other books such as The meaning and Value of Mysticism (1915, 
Boston: Pilgrim Press), Christianity in a New Age (1919, London; New York: Cassell&Co), Herman is 
most famous for her last book Creative Prayer (1921, New York: George H. Duran) which is considered a 
classic of Christian spiritualism and is still available in print. Her writings on prayer as a direct channel of 
communication with God made her ideas popular, and she linked her view of prayer to the idea that prayer 
as communication embodies the true meaning of life: “Everyone who knows anything about the interior life 
knows that there is indeed a moment in our communion with God in which the soul knows itself to be alone 
with Him in the world…” (65). Herman settled in England and was widely published and well received in 
the US.  	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tour in war-stricken Europe and published his impressions in a series of essays entitled 
Impressions of Travels in Europe. One of these essays, “The Dream of Science’s 
Omnipotence（kexue wanneng zhi meng)”, contended that science had caused human life 
to lose all value. Europeans dreamed of the greatness of science, Liang warned, but today 
they lament the ruin that science has brought upon them. The Great War was a result of a 
blind faith in science, and a scientific mechanized understanding of life:  
These Materialist Philosophers have constructed a life philosophy based on purely 
material and mechanical conceptions, in which the inner and outer aspects of life are all 
swept under the deterministic movement of matter…they regard the mind and spirit as 
one and the same thing… warlords and financial tycoons of the recent years are all 
products of this situation.34 
 
Liang Qichao’s account was widely read and his objection to materialist philosophy was 
taken up by one of his close allies, Zhang Junmai (1886–1969), a philosopher and 
political thinker. Zhang studied with Rudolf Eucken in Germany, and co-authored a book 
with him: Das Lebensproblem in China und in Europa (The Problem of Life in China and 
Europe, 1922). Written in German, the book testifies to a moment of crisis in China’s 
deliberations over how to define its culture. Eucken was keenly aware of the popularity 
of life philosophy in China, and indeed suggested taking “life” as an entry point for 
thinking about Chinese moral tradition: 
[This book] is neither a proposition, an outstanding system of ethics, nor is it a 
contribution to sinology; it is a suggestion raised, meant for the respectable Chinese 
statesmen and scholars. These men see as important, in their now very strong movement 
(bewegung), the circulation of “life” in close relationship with German Idealist 
philosophy and with my own activities….35   
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34Liang Qichao. Ou you xin ying lu. [Travel Impressions from Europe] cited here from Liang Qichao 
quanji juan 10, 1999,  Beijing chubanshe, Pp. 2973.  	  	  
 
35Rudolph Eucken and Carson Chang, Das Lebensproblem in China und in Europa (The Problem of Life 
in China and Europe) Leipzig: Quelle and Meyer,, III-IV.  
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Zhang Junmai, for his part, clearly states in the introduction that the problem of “life” is 
one of a cultural clash: 
The fundamentals of moral and customs have been in fluctuation in China. To 
what extent should the old ways be maintained? To what extent must European 
culture be accepted? These are the crucial questions facing Chinese Geistwelt. I 
had the honor to discuss these problems with Prof. Eucken who greatly treasures 
East-Asian philosophy.36  
 
 
Liang Qichao and the scholarly clique he led, which included Zhang Junami and others, 
all voiced similar concerns. Their contribution to contemporaneous debates has been 
understood as a “Neotraditionalist” response to Western modernity.37 While it is not 
without irony that Bergson and Eucken enabled Chinese thinkers to critique the West by 
revisiting their own culture, understanding this move simply as “neotraditionalist” or 
“countermodernist” underestimates the key role played by American Christianity in 
theoretically packaging Bergson and Eucken. That story reveals the United States as an 
important link in the itinerary of life philosophy as it traveled from Europe to Asia, and 
as such it raises important questions about the extensive reach, on a political and 
economic level, of religious modernity to colonial settings.   
 In 1924, the editor of the widely read magazine Eastern Miscellany (Dongfang 
Zazhi), Qian Zhixiu (錢智修 1883–1948), published a series of essays on Bergson and 
Eucken in the special issue celebrating twenty-years of publishing the magazine. These 




37Shu-mei Shih explains Liang Qichao’s “Neo-traditionalism” as stemming from encounters Liang 
described in his travelogue between himself and Western thinkers and authors “who urged him to promote 
Chinese culture as an antidote to a now-bankrupt Western civilization.” The Lure of the Modern, 161; On 
so-called Neotraditionalism in 1920’a China as part of a transnational trend of alternative modernity see 
also Guy Alitto, The Last Confucian: Liang Shu-Ming and the Chinese Dilemma of Modernity, 1986, 
Berkeley: University of California Press. More recent, see also Adam K. Webb, The Countermodern 
Moment: “A World Historical Perspective on the Thought of Rabindranath Tagore, Muhammad Iqbal and 
Liang Shuming” Journal of World History, 2008, 19(2): 189–212.    	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essays were loosely based on writings by the Social Gospel theologian Lyman Abbott 
(1835–1922), with Qian’s revision and commentary. The essays were then published in 
book form under the title Bergson and Eucken (Bogexun yu Ougen). This was just one 
title among many that were published on life philosophy and featured Bergson and 
Eucken as its two main representatives.38 Qian appended a long introduction, in which he 
discussed the American sources of the Eucken-Bergson philosophy:  
The doctrines of Historicism and Empiricism are decaying. Intuitionism (zhiguanshuo) 
and spiritualism (weilingshuo) are taking their place and are thriving. Two figures stand 
out for this life mission: The French Henri Bergson and the German Rudolph Eucken… 
Both professors visited the United States and lectured in numerous esteemed institutions. 
The spread of their ideas is wide and so it is beneficial for the public to have their ideas 
collected and critiqued. The American Lyman Abbott illuminates the two masters’ 
philosophies from a practical point of view (yingyong).39 
  
What does Qian mean by practical? In the various essays, both Eucken and Bergson are 
discussed in grounded, concrete terms that shy away from abstract philosophy to offer a 
path towards self-strengthening. In “Bergson’s Philosophy of Progress,” for example, 
Abbot—in Qian’s translation—focuses on Creative Evolution, particularly the 
Bergsonian claim that life constantly evolves. Abbot understands this as the immortality 
of the soul:  
Progress philosophy provides a new explanation for “infinite life” (yongjiu zhi shenghuo) 
and “inexhaustible life” by highlighting infinite growth and inexhaustible growth. The 
scripture says: ‘And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul’40. According to the 
philosophy of progress, God gives life to a lifeless matter, and this life that is given [by 
him] are the original power of inexhaustible growth and eternal evolution. When Jesus 
said: ‘I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly’41 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38See for example Zhang Dongsun, Renshengguan ABC [Life Philosophy ABC])1928, Shanghai: ABC 
congshushe; Wei Yongqing, Jidujiaotu yingyou de renshengguan [The Life Philosophy Every Christian 
Must Hold], 1935, Yan da Jidujiao tuanqi  [Yenching University Christian Fellowship] 	  
 
39Qian Zhixiu, Bogexun yu Ougen, 1923, Shanghai: Shang wu yin shu guan,  2. 	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it means that Jesus came to this world to encourage humanity to turn to the immense 
power of progress. Bergson said: the existence of every sentient being (zhijue zhi wu) is 
the means for its constant change, its constant change is the means for its search for 
maturation (qiu zhang cheng), its maturation is the means for its perpetual and 
unstoppable self strengthening (ziqiang) which in turn leads to his creation of a true self 
(zhen wo). This expresses the main tenants of the philosophy of progress42. 
 
As we can glean from this excerpt, the Bergson-Eucken life philosophy was thus woven 
into a Protestant theory of evolution: the true meaning of life is grounded in the 
individual believer and his path towards spiritual completeness. This emphasis on 
individual transformation stood at the heart of a myriad of theories and ideologies aimed 
at saving the Chinese nation from imperialist encroachment and ideological bankruptcy.  
Up until the second Sino-Japanese war (1937–1945), which redefined both the 
political and the cultural agenda of the New Chinese Republic, the 1910s–1930s were 
marked by a thorough, internal critique of China’s position on the world’s stage. After the 
bitter results of the Versailles talks, which forced China to transfer control of Shandong 
province to Japan, students organized countrywide demonstrations on May 4, 1919. A 
sense of national weakness and acute fear of losing the homeland rapidly engulfed those 
who were at the forefront of cultural and educational reform. This provided fertile ground 
for redemptive ideologies offering different methods of “National Salvation” 
(jiuguozhuyi) to take root, many of which promised to save the country from impending 
calamity by transforming members of society. 43 Qian Zhixiu defined Abbot’s 
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42Qian Zhixiu, Bogexun yu Ougen…  8–9. 	  	  
43Rana Mitter, “Contention and Redemption: Ideologies of National Salvation in Republican China” 
Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions (Winter 2002) 3(3):  44-74. I adopt Mitter’s definition of 
“Redemptive Ideologies” to refer broadly to ideologies, associations, and movements, which focused on 
mentally transforming the people of China as means to achieve national cohesiveness and strength. Mitter  
draws upon Duara’s coining of “redemptive societies” in Prasenjit Duara, “The Discourse of Civilization 
and Pan-Asianism,” Journal of World History, 12:1 (2001), pp. 99–130. For a thorough survey on 
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interpretation as useful because it provided a concrete path towards self-cultivation and, 
by extension, national salvation.  
The fact that Qian translated Lyman Abbots’ Protestant agenda that mediated 
discussions of Eucken and Bergson’s philosophies without reflecting upon it, suggests 
that the intended audience for these essays would not have found the prevalence of 
Christian thought at odds with this non-Darwinist view of evolution. On the other hand, 
the timing of Qian’s publication—1924—suggests otherwise. “Life” started to permeate 
China’s intellectual rhetoric in the early 1910’s, but around 1923, the meaning of life 
became the subject of heated debates.  
Science, Life, and Literature  
Such debates—particularly as exemplified in conflicts between prominent 
thinkers such as Chen Duxiu and Zhang Junmai, cited at the start of this chapter—were 
problematic insofar as they tended to portray the terms of the debate in extreme, 
dichotomous terms.  Binary oppositions were constantly invoked to clarify the stakes of 
the debate: mind vs. matter, science vs. religion, Eastern spirituality vs. Western 
materialism, reason vs. intuition. Liang Qichao was one of the few who tried to move 
beyond such dichotomies. He argued that many aspects of life must be addressed by a 
scientific method, particularly, all matters concerning the intellect and rational thought 
(lizhi). Nonetheless, he insisted, one area surpasses (chao) the realm of science, and that 
is emotions (qinggan). Emotions, Liang submitted, are a primordial motive force (yuan 
dong li) of human life. If you try to analyze this movement (judong) using a scientific 
method, you are bound to fail. Liang noted a specific type of emotions: “Let us take for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
scholarship of redemptive societies in modern China see Goossaert and Palmer, The Religious Question in 
Modern China……91–121. 
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example [of these emotions] how a man responds towards a certain religious faith, or a 
person, or an ideology (zhuyi) which he reveres (chongbai). An outsider witnessing such 
type of emotional fervor (kuangri qingxu) cannot understand it or explain it rationally.”44 
The emotions Liang referred to were personal (an outsider couldn’t understand them), yet 
they were evoked in response to a social idea—religious faith, ideology, or admiration. 
This focus was not coincidental. Locating emotions as a motivating force, and focusing 
on emotional fervor that arises in response to ideology, Liang was analyzing the meaning 
of human life for the future ability of Chinese society to mobilize its people. But even 
this subtle attempt to move beyond the question “can or can’t science explain the 
meaning of life?” was immediately rebutted by arguments that emotions are merely 
electromechanical impulses of the nerve system.    
The debate published in the volume Science and the Philosophy of Life (Kexue yu 
renshengguan, 1924), referred to at the opening of the chapter, was described by Hu Shi 
(胡適 1891–1962) as the first important internal battlefront since modern Western 
thought was introduced in China,45 yet even he declared the debate a failure in his 
introduction to the edited volume. The majority of participants, he argued, responded to 
Zhang Junmai’s challenge with binary oppositions: placing knowledge against emotions, 
science against religion, and blindly taking sides in favor of or against science. What was 
missing, he concluded, was a scientific philosophy of life (kexue de renshengguan), a 
way to employ science to propose a fuller understanding of the myriad facets of life.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44Liang Qichao, “Renshengguan yu kesue” (Science and Life) in Hu Shi, Kexue yu renshengguan lunzhan 
ji…, 179.  
 
45Nuli zhou bao Effort Weekly no. 75, 1923, cited in Kwok 136. 	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The past few years has seen a renewed scholarly interest in the “science and life” 
debate after many years. Of particular importance to this dissertation are studies that 
point to the debate as a broad event that stretched beyond the volume edited by Hu Shi. 
Eric Hammerstrom argues we need to expand the limits of what Wang Hui termed “a 
community of scientific discourse”46 in order to include contributions by Buddhist 
thinkers that were largely published as separate from the debate. Bringing to light work 
such as the eminent Buddhist monk and political leader Taixu’s The Science of the 
Philosophy of Life (1925), Hammerstrom reveals how these thinkers framed an ideal of 
“Buddhist Thought” (fojiao sixiang) as a form of science, promoting Buddhism as a 
methodology for understanding the true meaning of life.47     
Expanding our understanding of these discussions on another front, Lydia Liu 
points to the silenced voices of women and religious thinkers in the debate in her reading 
of Lu Xun’s famous short story Prayers for Blessing (Zhu fu, also known in English as 
New Year’s Sacrifice). Published in 1924 as the science and life debate was drawing to an 
end, Prayers for Blessing served as the author’s rebuttal to the overwhelming certainty of 
authors on both sides that there is only one true answer to the question of life and that 
they were in possession of it. In the story, the narrator, a young intellectual visiting his 
family on the Chinese Spring Festival is approached by a bereaved impoverished widow, 
and asked: “Is there a soul after death?” The question haunts the narrator. He is unable to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46Wang Hui is referring here to the use of a science not as a practice but as an epistemology, which 
methodology and premises informed discursive frames outside the practical science arena. The community 
of scientific discourse is thus “a social community that uses scientific discourses that are distinctly different 
from the everyday language of its era”. In “Discursive Community and the Genealogy of Scientific 
Categories”: 84.      
 
47Erik Hammerstrom, “Buddhism and the Modern Epistemic Space: Buddhist Intellectuals in the Science 
and Philosophy of Life Debates,” In Recovering Buddhist China in the Twentieth-Century, edited by Jan 
Kiely and J. Brooks Jessup (forthcoming: Columbia University Press, Sheng Yen Series in Chinese 
Buddhist Studies) 
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answer in the negative (as would fit well with his modern education), causing the widow 
great pain as she thinks of her impending death. The young intellectual is, thus, 
confronted with the limitations of his so-called progressive secular rationalism. These 
limitations bring to light a different realm, an “elsewhere” as Liu terms it, where life 
could be approached via religious understanding of the connections between man and 
universe.48 Expanding the scope of the 1923 debate to include not just other themes (such 
as religion) but other mediums (literature), Liu’s contribution urges us to open our eyes 
and ears to the multivalent directions the problem of life in Republican China took. As 
this dissertation will show, literature became central to efforts to understand life and 
effect national salvation.  
The colonial legacy of the biotheological in its larger sense—a sanctification of 
human life as biologically and spiritually connected to the universe— metamorphosed 
throughout the Republican period and impacted what came to be known as Chinese 
literary realism. Suzuki Sadami, who has written several books on Japanese vitalism, 
traces its arrival to the crucial period in which the concept of modern literature and its 
evolution were being debated and shaped. Building on the simultaneous introduction of 
naturalism and William James’ notion of stream of consciousness in Japan, Suzuki 
describes a shift from a focus on realism and naturalism that was inspired by nineteenth-
century European authors such as Zola, to a Taishō period (1912–1926) focus on “life-
centrism” (seimei shugi chūshin), which located literary realism in conveying not the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48Lydia H. Liu, “Life as Form: How Biomimesis Encountered Buddhism in Lu Xun” JAS 2009, 68(1): 21–
54. Liu brings up Lu Xun’s 1908 “On the History of Science” and proves a sustained connection between 
this early essay and Lu Xun’s later literary career in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Liu argues that Lu Xun’s 
knowledge of Chinese folk religion and Buddhism led him to dismantle the opposition between “religion” 
and “science” that many of his peers promoted. 	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reality of the external world but inner human truth, thus effecting the “exposure” 
(Hyōshutsu) of inner secrets.49  
Around the same period, the Chinese Literary Association (Wenxue yanjiu hui) 
(1920–1942)50, arguably the largest and most prolific literary association in the 
Republican era, promoted an ideal of “literature for life” (wei rensheng). Challenging the 
notion of “Art for Art’s sake,” members of the association developed different notions 
about the relationship between life and literature. Some argued that literature should 
reflect life, or stressed the pedagogic faculty of literature in teaching the reader to 
understand life. Others defined the obligation of modern literature as transforming human 
emotions into a representation of humanity in general, and the Chinese nation in 
particular. Still others interpreted life as social life and called on authors to engage with 
class oppression, while others insisted that literary expression should reflect and stimulate 
individual emotions and describe the subjective psyche.51 As different as these 
approaches were, they all shared the contention that literature was much more than a 
form of entertainment, and adopted the terminology of wei rensheng to stress the critical 
role to be played by modern literature in China. This should come as no surprise: all of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
49Suzuki Sadami, The Concept of “Literature” in Japan (Royall Tyler, trans), 2006, Nichibunken, the 
International Research Center for Japanese Studies. 	  	  
 
50I am following the periodization and information provided by Michel Hockx in “The Chinese Literary 
Association (Wenxue yanjiu hui)” in Literary Societies of Republican China (edited by Kirk Denton and 
Michel Hockx), 2008, Lexington Books. 	  	  
 
51Examples of these different attitudes towards the connection between life and literature abound. Below 
are a few representative ones: Zhou Zuoren, “Xin wenxue de yaoqiu” [The Demands of New Literature], 
Shenbao, 1920, August 1; Shen Yanbing [Mao Dun], “Wenxue he ren de guanxi ji zhongguo gu lai dui 
wenxuezhe shenfen the wu ren” [The Relationship between Man and Literature and China’s Mistaken 
View of Authors from Time Immemorial], Xiaoshuo Yuebao, 1921, 12(1); “Wenxue zhe de xin shiming” 
[The New Mission of Authors], Wenxue zhoubao, issue 190, 1925, September 13, Bing Xin, “Wenyi cong 
tan” [Collected Writings on Literature and Art, Xiaoshuo Yuebao 1921, 4(12); ]. All of these essays are 
collected in Su Xingliang, et.al. Wenxue yanjiuhui ziliao [Data on the Chinese Literary Association], vol 1, 
1985, Henan renmin chubanshe.    	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these thinkers and authors were concerned with the threshold of the real, and literature, 
with its exploration of non-fictional ideas through fictional prose, perfectly captured the 
complexity of this threshold.   
 Let us recall Hu Shi’s main critique of the debate: the opposing parties became so 
entrenched in their one-sided truth claims that one could only be “for” or “against” 
science. If you were “for” science then you were condemned as being “against” free will, 
intuition, religion and emotion. Conversely, if you were “against” science, you were 
charging with negating reason, observation, and experimentation. Was such a choice 
necessary? Hu Shi wondered. Casting a wider glance beyond the texts that dominated this 
discussion, we find other efforts to reflect on Hu Shi’s question that have gone 
unexamined in previous scholarship on the period. 
Religion and Science: The Chinese Christian Indigenization Movement   
Zhao Zichen (趙紫宸 1888–1979, also known as T. C Chao), a professor of 
theology and literature at Yenching University and a poet, provided one of the subtler 
responses to the question that Hu Shi posed, noted above. Co-founder of the Chinese 
Christian Indigenization Movement (Zhongguo jidujiao bensehua yundong 1922–1941), 
Zhao was very active in creating a locally Chinese Christian church. The group operated 
out of Yenching University, a missionary college that trained and housed major authors 
and scholars of the May 4th Movement, such as Zhou Zuoren who chaired the Chinese 
department, the poet Bing Xin, the authors Xu Dishan and Xiao Qian, and many others.  
Embedded within the Republican era intellectual world, Zhao Zichen and his 
peers were deeply engaged with the problem of life. Their highly prolific association, 
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aptly titled Life Society, produced numerous journal essays and monographs that 
elaborated on ideas that Bergson and Eucken, brought to bear upon a non-materialist 
understanding of life. Yenching (1916–1951), a Protestant American university, was one 
of the main hubs promoting “life” as a frame of thought for thinking about China’s 
national future in publications, curricula, and syllabi.  
In 1923 and 1924, the indigenization movement grappled with the problem of 
science and religion, and proposed a co-existence of the two, insisting that spirituality 
and materialism complement each other.52 They described scientific methodology as a 
meticulous mode of investigation—one that, far from refuting religion, provided a means 
to ground religion’s validity in the scientific reasoning of causality, hypothesis and 
experimentation. Together, science and religion, they argued, could create a spiritually 
and culturally rich life and a strong society. This approach is clearly shown in the Life 
Society’s manifesto: 
To carry forward the merits of Chinese culture towards an energetic contribution to the 
world at large, with the spirit of Christianity, with a historical outlook and the method of 
science: to study and elucidate the truth of Christianity, strive for the evolution of the 
Chinese church and the transformation of society, to meet the new waves of the world 
while emphasizing the urgent needs of Chinese knowledge and advance the goodwill 
among different countries.53 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52There are numerous examples of such articles. To state just a few: Yue Lingsheng, Peng Shuren. “Guan 
yu zong jiao yu ke xue de si xiang de di yi bu” 關於宗教與科學的思想的第一步[The First Step Towards 
a Philosophy of Religion and Science” Life 1923-4 (10); Huang Zitong “Kexue hua de zongjiao” 科學化的
宗教 （A Scientified Religion) Truth and Life 1926 (13). In 1927, Truth and Life 2(12) published a 
supplement in English, the editorial of which stated: “religion is a live question in these days of anti-
religious movements. The article on the prevalence and utility of religion gives the viewpoint of a scientist 
who suggests a basis for religion as seen from the biological standpoint. In these days of controversy it will 
be helpful to many to discover that science may be viewed as supporting religion and not merely destroying 
its foundations. ” Articles engaging with the connections between religion and science were published in 
almost every issue, from 1922-1936, when the journal ceased publication. This goes to show that the 1923 
debate all but resolved this problem, which kept raising its head in later publications.   	  
 
53Wu Leichuan, “Zhenli yu shengming fakan ci” 真理與生命發刊詞 (The First Issue of Truth and Life) 
Zhenli yu shengming 1926, 1(1):1.  	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The indigenization movement’s theology and their relationship with the Republican 
period’s larger project of developing a national literature will be discussed at length in 
Chapters Two and Three. For our purposes here, I would like to draw upon Zhao 
Zichen’s engagement with the problem of science and life and his deployment of religion 
as means to envision a life that neither privileges nor disregards science.  
In the spirit of the Chinese Literary Association, Zhao Zichen and the other 
members of the indigenization movement firmly believed that literature was the ultimate 
vehicle to effect the spiritual transformation of the Chinese people.	  In 1926, Zhao 
published his first novel, Christian Philosophy (jidujiao zhexue). The novel centers 
around a sickly first-person narrator who teaches at a local university. The narrator is 
visited by several friends and acquaintances, among them an astronomy professor, a 
newly converted female Chinese student, an American missionary—who represents the 
wrong kind of Christianity from which the Chinese Christians must disengage, the 
narrator’s daughter and a friend of the narrator, simply named “my friend.”  The latter 
goes through a process of deep personal change, after which he becomes an advocate of 
the indigenization movement. Over the course of these visits, the group debates various 
topics in an elaborated attempt to draft a theological foundation for an indigenized form 
of Chinese Christianity. They discuss the meaning of religion, what should be included 
under the rubric of religion, and the logic or the truth claim (Li) of Christian faith. 
Rejecting mysticism and transcendentalism, the characters emphasize the importance of 
deliberation, critique, and even doubting one’s faith. 	  
Throughout the novel, religion and science are situated in a constant process of 
evolution. The seventh chapter of the book, titled “Science and Metaphysics,” strikes one 
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as a direct response to the 1923 debate on science and the question of life. The characters 
all agree that science alone cannot explain everything in life:  “If a scientist leaves his 
laboratory, goes home and hugs his son, only to calculate the weight, temperature or the 
amount of cells involved in this hug, wouldn't that be hilarious?54” Zhao, it seems, draws 
here upon the American theologian Borden Parker Bowne (whom he names in the book’s 
introduction as a major source of inspiration). Bowne, the founder of “Religious 
Personalism,” wrote in 1907: “A kiss or a caress described in anatomical terms of the 
points of contact and muscles involved would not be worth having in any case, and would 
be unintelligible to most of us.”55 What both Zhao and Bowne seek to highlight is a  
space that science cannot penetrate: the space of human contact. Here Zhao takes the 
abstract discussion of “emotions” in the science and life debate a step forward: it is not 
simply “emotions” that science cannot explain. Those, perhaps, can be explained by 
electromechanical brain impulses. The manifestation of emotion in contact, however, the 
meaning of an emotional contact between two humans is an aspect of life that can only be 
accessed through other means. The emphasis on human to human contact, we will see in 
the next chapters, comes to stand as the unique emblem of human life, expressed and 
stimulated by modern literature.  
 With science dethroned from its exclusive position, the following six chapters of 
Zhao’s novel, grouped under the overarching title “Religion and Science,” take us one 
step forward in offering a new framing of the problem. In Chapter 8, the narrator’s 
twelve-year-old daughter approaches him to ask if a religious believer necessarily rejects 
science. When the narrator answers to the contrary, she insists that since religion is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54Zhao Zichen, Jidujiao zhexue [Christian Philosophy] 2003, Shang wu yin shu guan, p. 40.   
 
55Borden Parker Bowne, Personalism, 1908, Boston and New York Houghton Mifflin Company, 269. 	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grounded in the divine (shen) and science in logic (li), how can the two work together? 
The narrator replies by offering a critique of the historical origins of the problem:  
This conflict is a Euro-American issue, and cannot be considered part of Chinese learning. 
European history of thought is comprised of three elements: religion, philosophy, and 
science. Because philosophy grew out of religion, and science grew out of philosophy, 
none of these fields is free. That is why philosophy wishes to break away from religion’s 
oppression, and science wishes to free itself from the arbitrariness of 
philosophy…religion essentially bears no conflict with science. It is when religion turns 
into sacrificial practice, rituals, theology, politics, factions, and superstitions, that demons 
and goblins fill the land, and then the conflict between religion and science becomes 
inevitable.56 
 
The narrator then offers means to reframe this issue, to understand the relation between 
science and religion on a different level: religion and science may complement each other, 
in the same way that men and women, though different, complement one another to 
create a family. This image of the family, securely entrenched in the Confucian ethical 
tradition that enshrines the family as the microcosm of universal natural forces, posits a 
theological alternative to the binary distinction between science and religion.  Indeed, this 
very struggle to reconcile science and religion was, in Zhao Zichen’s view, part of the 
endeavor to construct a localized version of Christianity. It was only the West, he argued, 
that upheld a distinction between religion and science. Here, in China, we are under no 
obligation to abide by these binary oppositions. Instead, we have an opportunity to devise 
a new Christianity—one in which science helps us to critique and improve religion, and 
where doubts and assumption lead us further in self-cultivation. The ways and means for 
self-cultivation that the indigenization movement envisioned, and how they fashioned a 
national theology that was closely tied with an ideal of religious literature, are the subject 
of the next chapter.    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56Zhao Zichen, Jidujiao zhexue, p. 43–44.  
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                                     CHAPTER TWO 
                   From National Theology to National Salvation 
In January of 1927, Zhao Zichen wrote a long letter to his old friend and 
colleague, Liu Tingfang (劉廷芳 1891–1947, also known as T.T Lew). Liu was on 
sabbatical leave in Union Theological Seminary at Columbia University, and Zhao was 
filling in for him as head of the theology department at Yenching University. Towards 
the end of the letter, Zhao’s report turned in a different, personal direction:  
Peking. These few days are very different from New York. I mean Yenching in my eyes 
is full of poetry. Three days of snow, and still snowing, means lowering of temperature 
and heightening of beauty. Looking upon the limitless whiteness of the universe is 
nothing short of religion. The sense of the quiet, the pure white, the perfect curves of 
things, the lonely flying bird, leads one to the vast something which is not alien and 
unkind and with which the self is identified in both affirmation and forgetfulness. There 
in the vast coldness of the world is the warmth of the living soul!1 
 
These words describe a relatively new idea in Chinese thought: “religious experience” 
(zongjiao jingyan). An encounter with limitless nature leads the speaker to connect with 
the divine, “the vast something.” This connection, in turn, facilitates a strong sense of self, 
of the presence of the living soul in the vastness of the world, “identified in both 
affirmation and forgetfulness.” The letter invokes lyrical oppositions to intensify the 
dramatic effect: infinite world versus finite man, icy exterior versus warm interior, the 
deadness of winter versus the liveliness of the human soul. In a few simple words—  
“Looking upon the limitless whiteness of the universe is nothing short of religion”—Zhao 
captures a journey to divine presence and back again. His letter succinctly captures the 
themes with which Zhao, Liu, and other members of the Chinese Christian Indigenization 
Movement engaged throughout the early twentieth century. Zhao locates the divine, “the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1English in the original. Liu Tingfang, Timothy Tingfang Lew Papers, 1907–1961, The Burke Library 
Archives, Columbia University Libraries, Union Theological Seminary, New York.  Box 2, folder 1. 
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vast something,” through his personal experience of the world, and equates the poetic and 
the religious as both furnishing access to “the universe.”  
 
Figure	  1.	  Zhao	  Zichen	  and	  Liu	  Tingfang,	  leaders	  of	  the	  Christian	  Literature	  Society	  heading	  a	  procession	  at	  a	  
commencement	  ceremony,	  Yenching	  University,	  1929.	  China	  Christian	  Colleges	  and	  Universities	  Image	  
Database.	  	  	  	  	  
 
In Chapter One, I traced how religion, along with science, provided an important 
framework for Republican era debates regarding how to understand and preserve life in 
the modern era, and how literature emerged as an important medium for engaging with 
such concerns. I examined the prevalence of national salvation (jiuguozhuyi) rhetoric 
among intellectuals, cultural engineers, and political activists of different camps, noting 
how each group offered a particular vision of how to transform members of society and 
save the country from impending calamity. This chapter elaborates on the connection 
drawn between life, religion, and literature through the indigenization movement’s 
theological and literary pursuits. As Rebecca Nedostup recently elucidated, the scope of 
religious activities expanded substantially during this period, but religion was still closely 
supervised by the different governments of the Republican era:  
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On the one hand, the period saw a tremendous boom in new religious formation, whether 
urban lay Buddhist, Daoist, or Muslim societies and philanthropies; transnational 
religious organizations in the form of Christian groups, redemptive societies, or shrines 
tied to lines of migration; or expanded or reconfigured forms of monastic religion. 
Economic growth and new social sciences often brought new attention to local temples. 
On the other hand, increasingly expansive states sought to define, restrict, and control 
religion according to the new sense of zongjiao, to ban activities that could be 
constructed as un-modern or counter to state goals, and to confiscate religious property—
especially that of local temples—for the claimed greater need of the nation state. Thus, 
the modern era saw diversity in Chinese religion hindered as it was being advanced2.   
 
The dialectics of simultaneously promoting and policing religion signified a fundamental 
change in the relationship between religion and state in China. Freedom of religious 
worship was officially recognized, unmooring government authority for the first time in 
Chinese history from the elaborate ceremonial system that had sustained thousands of 
years of the imperial regime.  
Separating Church and State: Religion and Culture   
In both China and Japan, religion first became a problem to grapple with at the 
same time and in similar contextual conditions: the 1858 Japan-US Treaty of Amity and 
Commerce in the case of Japan, and the Tianjin treaties ending the first Opium War 
between China, England, Russia, France, and the United-States in the case of China. 
These treaties recognized open trade areas, commercial privileges, and the establishment 
of foreign legations. In addition, the treaties guaranteed missionary activity within Japan 
and China, and vouched for the security of missionaries and of present and future local 
converts.  
This newly granted immunity linked Protestant missionaries to the imperial 
enterprise in ways that were radically different than previous missionary operations in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2Rebecca Nedostup, “The Transformation of the Concept of Religion in Chinese Modernity”, in Religious 
Diversity in Chinese Thought, edited by Perry Schmidt-Leukel and Joachim Gents, 2013, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 158–159.   
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East Asia. Ming dynasty Jesuits, for example, operated mostly within the imperial court 
under the grace of the ruling Emperor. As representatives of the Vatican, they attempted 
to win the hearts of the literati class by searching for what they believed were traces of 
Christian messages in Confucian classics. They appealed to Chinese scholars’ interest in 
Aristotelian science and introduced forms of automated technology, such as mechanical 
clocks.3 In contrast, Protestant missionaries arrived in China under imperial patronage 
and their privileges far exceeded those of the Jesuits. They aimed to work from the 
bottom up within different realms of society. They invested themselves in building 
schools and hospitals, and introduced natural sciences via scientific journals and modern 
technology, through institutions such as the Jiangnan Arsenal. Alongside these endeavors, 
Protestant missionaries also launched an unprecedented operation of translating and 
disseminating Christian scripture among the Chinese population.  
Partial translations of the Bible into classical Chinese first appeared in China as 
early as the Tang Dynasty (618–906) period, introduced by Nestorian Christians. But 
even though the imperial court in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw a 
significant, ongoing presence of Catholic missionaries such as Jesuits and Lazarists, the 
first complete translation of the Bible was not published until 1823. Sponsored by the 
London Missionary Society and executed by the first Protestant missionary in China, 
Robert Morrison, this translation launched dozens of similar projects in classical Chinese 
as well as in mandarin and other dialects. In 1919, after almost thirty years of 
collaborative work, British and American missionaries working with Chinese assistants 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3On missionary introduction of Aristotelian science to China see Benjamin Elman, On Their Own Terms: 
Science in China 1550–1900, 2005, Harvard University Press. For a cross-cultural analysis of theological 
dilemmas missionaries experienced in translating Christian concepts into Chinese, see Roger Hart, 
“Translating the Untranslatable: From Copula to Incommensurable Worlds”, in Lydia H. Liu (ed), Tokens 
of Exchange: The Problem of Translation in Global Circulations, 1999, Duke University Press, 45–74. 	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published the first complete mandarin baihua translation of the Bible into Chinese: Old 
and New Testament of the Bible: Mandarin Union Version (Jin xin yue quanshu. 
Guanhua hehe yiben. 4  Concurrent with the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the 
publication of the Union Version Bible translation marked a moment of particular 
significance for the emergence of modern Chinese literature, as the first long work in 
Chinese modern vernacular. 5  The widely circulated Union Version provided many 
neologisms for the fledgling Chinese vernacular, such as “repentance” (chanhui), 
“sinking” (chenlun),	  and	  “revival” (fuhuo),	  as well as inspired new generic structures and 
narrative forms such as the psychological novel and romantic lyricism.6  
Whether translating the Bible or biomedicine, throughout their endeavors, 
Protestant missionaries propagated the idea that Christianity was the source of power of 
Western nations. This idea was deliberated seriously in East Asia. Cultural thinkers and 
political reformers interpreted the separation between church and state as the foundation 
of Western military supremacy. Allocating a space for religion alongside government, 
they surmised, enabled the imperial powers to maintain uninterrupted scientific and 
technological progress, but also preserve a sense of cultural essence. This was seen as the 
secret to Western wealth and power. Christianity soon became the yardstick for “modern 
religion,” according to which the authority of the nation state does not emanate from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4Jost Oliver Zetzsche, The Bible in China: The History of the Union Version or the Culmination of 
Protestant Missionary Bible Translation in China, 1999, Monumenta Serica Monograph Series.  
 
55Zhou Zuoren, "Shengshu yu Zhongguo wenxue", (Bible and Chinese Literature) Xiaoshuo yuebao 12, 
no.1 (January 1921): 6.   
 
6Wang Benchao, 2001, “Sheng jing yu zhongguo xiandai wenxue de wenti jiangou” Guizhou shehui kexue, 
(1): 49-56; Liu Lixia, “Guanyu hehe ben shengjing de chenggong fanyi ji qi dui zhongguo xin wenxue de 
yingxiang” Najing shifan daxue wenxueyuan xuebao,2005, 3: 89–95.	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heaven and is not validated through rites; instead, religion exists and operates alongside 
the state but does not condition its existence.7  
Hans Martin Krämer recently traced the Japanese selection of the kanji 宗教 
(shūkyō, zongjiao) to designate religion. Krämer demonstrates that the word shūkyō was 
first used in debates between Shintōists and Buddhists over which group would exert 
more influence on Meiji ideology. Analyzing sources from the second half of the 
nineteenth century, Krämer argues that shūkyō came to stand for sectarian teaching, in 
contrast to jikyō or civic teaching (政教). While civic teaching marked Shintō state 
ideology and ethics, shūkyō designated the realm of the human interior, also known as the 
Buddhist version of soul (reiki, linghun in Chinese). Later, this separation between civic 
and sectarian teaching was adopted to refer to another separation, this time introduced by 
Protestant Christianity, between church and state ideologies, or shūkyō and kokyō (宗教 
and 國教).8    
In China, the adoption of zongjiao to mean “religion” was also mired in internal 
conflicts and struggles over ideological territory. After the initial import of the concept 
through the 1858 treaties, religion became part of a larger discourse reassessing the 
meaning of Confucianism in the modern era. The larger issue was how to politically and 
culturally reform a society that, for over two thousand years, had such a firm ideological 
foundation. The Confucian textual canon served as the core of the civil service 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7Prasenjit Duara, “Religion and Citizenship in China and the Diaspora”; Vincent Goossaert, “Republican 
Church Engineering: The National Religious Associations in 1912 China” in Mayfair Yang (ed), Chinese 
Religiosities: Afflictions of Modernity and State Formation, 2008, University of California Press, 43–64, 
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8Hans Martin Krämer, “How Religion Came to Be Translated as shūkyō: Shimaji Mokurai and the 
Appropriation of Religion in Early Meiji Japan”, Japan Review 25 (2013): 89–111.	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examination system through which the state bureaucracy was selected, and shaped an 
ethical value system practiced by a country-wide apparatus of ritual and worship 
instituted in personal homes and the imperial court. Personifying a supernatural authority 
granted to him by the mandate of heaven, the emperor embodied the religious validation 
that justified his regime and legitimized its moral, economical, and military claims.  
By the end of the nineteenth century, the scholarly class, which formed the 
bureaucratic backbone of the imperial system, was faced with the challenge of sustaining 
Confucian thought and practice against a backdrop of scathing criticism from supporters 
of modern nationalism. Chen Hsi-Yuan identifies this identity crisis as the key motivation 
behind Kang Youwei’s (康有為 1858–1927) campaign to enshrine Confucianism in the 
constitution as a national religion (kongjiao) during and after the 1898 reforms. Inspired 
by the Meiji adoption of state Shintō on the one hand, as well as by his encounters with 
Christian missionaries who pinned Western power to the institution of religious tolerance, 
Kang launched the movement to “Defend Confucianism” (baojiao), which coalesced in 
1912 into the Confucian Religious Association (Kongjiao hui). From the late Qing to the 
1920’s eruption of Anti-Religion Campaigns, scholars and legislators debated whether or 
not Confucianism was a religion. Such discussions of Confucian religiosity were 
responding to a myriad of tensions: from a pressing need to redefine an ideological 
underpinning that could appeal to newly conceived national citizens, to the imminent 
threat posed by other empires, the potency of which was perceived to have been revived 
by their modern handling of religion.9  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9Chen Hsi-Yuan provides a thorough discussion of the different movements to enshrine Confucianism as a 
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 In a similar vein to the Japanese case, the term jiao— which for thousands of 
years meant “teaching” and was associated such doctrines as Confucian teaching (rujiao) 
and Buddhist teaching (fojiao)—was transformed into a modern term meaning “religion,” 
epitomized in the neologism zongjiao. The transition was messy, sustaining a slippage 
between religion and teaching (zongjiao and jiao) throughout the nineteenth century. The 
speech given by the Chinese delegate to the World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893 
provided a striking example of increasing frustration with this slippage. The parliament 
was the largest convention among many devoted to the latest inventions in anthropology, 
science, and medicine in the Columbian Exposition. Representatives of ten religions 
recognized as “world religions10” were invited to the parliament to present their own take 
on questions of religion in modernity. Peng Guangyu (彭光譽), the	  First Secretary of the 
Chinese Legation in Washington D.C., was sent to represent Confucianism but did not 
fulfill this task. Instead, Peng gave a speech, titled: On Teaching (Shuo Jiao), which 
argued that Confucianism (ru jiao) had been falsely identified as a “religion” in the 
Western sense of the word. Jiao, he argued, was a form of teaching or a system of ethical 
laws, but had been  mistranslated by seventeenth-century Jesuit missionaries as 
“religion.”11  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Ya-pei Kuo, “’Christian Civilization’ and the Confucian Church: the Origins of Secularist Politics in 
Modern China,” Past and Present, 2013, 218: 235–264.  	  	  	  
 
10During the 19 century, with the advent of Anthropology, Orientalist scholarship, Philology’s interest in 
“distant cultures” and social Darwinism’s preoccupation with the origin of man, a nascent “Science of 
Religion” emerged in Europe and rapidly spread to the United States. Religion became a new prism for 
delineating differences among cultures, as well as for constructing categories of race and nationalism. With 
several of its founding fathers serving as clergymen, this scientific turn to world religions openly 
considered Christianity as a universal touchstone for defining the origin and essence of religion, as well as 
for recognizing ten “world religions”, among them Confucianism and Daoism. On the history of the 
discipline and its spread see Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, 2005, University of 
Chicago Press.  	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The first to clearly distinguish between zongjiao and jiao was Liang Qichao.12 In 
an essay he published in February 1902: To Defend Confucianism Is Not The Way to 
Revere Confucius (Bao jiao fei wuo yi zun kong lun), Liang argued that Confucius was a 
philosopher, statesman, and educator. It would be wrong to treat Confucius as a deity,13as 
it would be wrong to understand Confucianism (rujiao) as a religion (zongjiao)—with the 
latter understood as typified by faith in the transcendental and equated to superstition 
(mixin). Exiled in Japan at the time due to his central participation in the 1898 movement 
to reform the Qing government into a constitutional monarchy, Liang was writing in the 
aftermath of the Boxer Uprising (1899–1901)—a first of its kind Chinese popular 
resistance to Western imperialism motivated by and in many cases directed against 
foreign missionaries. This context helps us to understand Liang’s labeling of “religion” as 
“superstition” as an anti-imperialist critique. Missionaries labored to introduce “religion” 
as a civilized form of faith, the opposite of “superstition” or primitive folk expressions of 
worship. By insisting that religion and superstition were, in fact, the same, Liang 
launched a debate that would crescendo in the 1920’s with campaigns calling to abolish 
all forms of religious worship as superstitions dangerous to social progress.14  
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12Chen Hsi-yuan, Confucianism Encounters Religion: The Formation of Religious Discourse and the 
Confucian Movement in Modern China; Marianne Bastid-Bruguière, “Liang Qichao yu zongjiao wenti” 
Tôhô gakuhô, 1998, 70: 329–373. 	  
 
13Here, Liang departed the approach promoted by his teacher, Kang Youwei who was an avid supporter of 
the jin wen (new text) movement which understood Confucius to possess divine qualities. On the Gu Wen 
Jin Wen controversy in late Qing see Anne Cheng, “Nationalism, Citizenship, and the Old Text/New Text 
Controversy in Late Nineteenth Century China” in Joshua Fogel and Peter Zarrow (eds), Imagining the 
People: Chinese Intellectuals and the Concept of Citizenship, 1890–1920, 1997, M.E Sharpe,  3–38.    	  	  
 
14The introduction of mixin into Chinese is a fascinating story in its own right. For a short yet effective 
survey on the anti-superstition campaigns in Republican China and Liang Qichao’s participation in 
launching them see Goossaert and Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China…50–55. For a 
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What is important for our discussion here is Liang’s meticulous demarcation of 
religion in the realm of faith. More explicitly, Liang located religion as working on the 
mind: “Religions possess a type of inspiration (yan shi bi li chun “Inspiration,” English in 
the original) which engulfs (literally inhales and exhales, xi xi) people’s consciousness 
(naoshi) so that they cannot but follow.”15 This idea of an impalpable force, for which 
Liang did not have a name and used a transliteration of the English term “inspiration,” is 
important. This force operates on the mind via contact—it inhales and exhales a person’s 
consciousness, compelling the person to follow (cong).  
In November of the same year, Liang published what would be canonized as a 
stepping-stone in China’s modern literary revolution: On the Relationship Between 
Fiction and the Government of the People. The text began with an unforgettable 
proclamation: “If one intends to renovate the people of a nation, one must first renovate 
its fiction.”16 Liang pointed to fiction as the ultimate means to move (yi)  people into 
action—a blessing in the right hands and a curse if executed by authors motivated by the 
wrong political goals. Discussing the functional mechanism of fiction, Liang identified 
four powers (li) that work gradually to intensify the effect of fiction on the mind, and 
through which fiction governs the way of the people (zhipei rendao): fumigation (xun), 
immersion (jin), stimulation (ci) and lifting (ti). Operating on the reader’s mind, “These 
four powers are capable of shaping the world as well as establishing and nurturing the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
comprehensive study on the Nanjing decade Nationalist states’ use of anti-superstition rhetoric and 
legislation to define the relationship between state and national citizens see Rebecca Nedostup, 
Superstitious Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese Modernity…  	  	  
15Liang Qichao, “Bao jiao fei suoyi zun kong lun”, in Liang Qichao Quan Ji , edited by Yang Gang and 
Wang Xiangyi, 1999, Beijing: Beijing chu ban she, vol I, 765. 	   
 
16Liang Qichao, “Lun xiaoshuo yu  qun zhi zhi guanxi” [On the Relationship Between Fiction and the 
Government of the People] first published in 1902 in the journal Liang established: “New Fiction” (Xin 
xiao shuo). I am following Kirk Denton’s translation in Modern Chinese Literary Thought…74–82.    	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various norms of society.17” The resemblance here to Liang’s description of how religion 
works on the mind is not at all coincidental. In his description of both religion and fiction, 
Liang relied heavily on Buddhist concepts of delivering a believer from ignorance to 
enlightenment. Fiction’s fumigating function, he explained, resembles entering a cloud of 
smoke and becoming thurified by it (hong, literally heated or baked by hot air). It is the 
necessary first step of enlightenment: “As mentioned in the Lankāvatāra Sutra, the 
transformation of deluded knowledge to relative consciousness and of relative 
consciousness to absolute knowledge relies on this kind of power.” While fumigation, 
immersion, and stimulation work on the reader’s mind from the outside, Liang argued, 
the function of lifting “originates from within and works outward. This in fact is the 
highest attainment in Buddhism.” Fiction thus works from the outside to stimulate an 
effect that is independent, hence it is a true enlightenment.  
If he was aware of the remarkable irony in his argument, Liang did not betray it. 
Nowhere did he account directly for the discrepancy between promoting fiction—a 
representation of reality in language—as a vehicle toward enlightenment, and the 
teaching of Bodhi attainment, the very essence of which involves casting off the shackles 
of worldly falsity and being transformed away from this reality. But this should come as 
no surprise. A political reformer, Liang was consumed by thoughts of how to bring about 
real social change. Let us keep in mind that Liang’s participation in the 1898 reforms—
the first time in Chinese history that a separation between religion was invoked as an 
option— led to his exile in Japan, where he wrote both To Defend Confucianism Is Not 
The Way to Revere Confucius and On the Relationship Between Fiction and the 
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  literally mean “these four powers 
can shape an era and nurture the people’s ethics”.   
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Government of the People. It was the process of thinking about religion through a new 
concept of faith that enabled Liang to circumscribe religion’s operation on the mind and 
induced him to draw upon his extensive knowledge of Buddhist texts to theorize the 
transformative powers of literature.    
 After 1911, the differentiation between religion and state became more and more 
pronounced in a serious of legislative acts—from guaranteeing “religious freedom” to 
five recognized religions in the new Chinese constitution (Buddhism, Daoism, 
Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam), to transforming shrines into schools, confiscating 
temple possessions as superstitious dangers, and imposing limitations upon missionary 
schools.18 Religious formations thrived, albeit relegated to this new emerging space. For 
the first time in Chinese history statecraft was separated from ritual and worship. And yet, 
the religious, now deeply informing an ideal of human life, was in no way disengaged 
from national concerns. Quite the contrary: in the realm of culture, religious thinkers 
strove to form the foundation for a spiritual nation. The indigenization movement is an 




Reinventing the Church: The Birth of the Chinese Christian Indigenization 
Movement 
The Chinese Indigenization Movement was officially formed in May of 1922, 
during the National Christian Convention in Shanghai, in order to serve a dual function: 
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first, to respond to widespread anti-Christian sentiments by offering a Chinese Christian 
critique of missionary presence in China; and second, but certainly no less importantly, to 
stand alongside the New Culture and May 4th Movements as an equal partner in 
rejuvenating Chinese culture to fit a new modern reality19. 
Spontaneous expressions of anti-foreign sentiment in China, which often 
coexisted with anti-religious sentiment, date back to the Opium Wars (1840–1842 and 
1856–1860). And yet, an anti-Christian resistance that was not popularly based but 
organized by students, was initially formed in response to the holding of the international 
conference of the World’s Student Christian Federation at Tsinghua University in Beijing 
in 1922. Resistance to Christianity was phrased now in nationalistic terms: missionary 
education was critiqued for being imperialistic and oppressive of Chinese spirit, and most 
crucially, for compromising national independence efforts through its dominance in the 
higher education sphere. Arguably, the most significant accomplishment of these 
movements and their counterparts was the legal regulation of missionary education. In 
November 1925, a proposal regarding Chinese higher education was submitted to the 
national government. The proposal stipulated that each university must register with the 
government, that the president or vice-president of the school, and at least fifty percent of 
the board of directors must be Chinese, that universities could not proclaim missionary 
work as a goal, and could not conduct mandatory religion courses. The proposal was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19The Chinese Christianity Indigenization Movement was not the only such movement operating around 
this time, but, in comparison, it had the strongest presence among Chinese intellectuals. For further 
information on other Christian movements, such as the Catholic Sinification movement (zhongguohua 
yundong) see Gu Weimin. Jin dai jidujiao yu zhongguo shehui [Christianity and Modern Chinese Society], 
2010, Shanghai, renmin saxue she.          
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accepted in proper legislation by the 39th assembly of the National Government 
Committee on Education and Administrations in 1928.20   
Based out of the missionary Yenching University, where many of its members 
studied and taught, the indigenization movement openly supported the 1928 stipulation. 
Its members saw no discrepancy between national sentiment and a Christian affiliation. 
Indeed, it was their fervent concern for the fate of the nation that prompted them to 
encourage legislation that would limit the foreign mission’s impact on China’s emerging 
social sphere—thereby facilitating their own project of localizing Christianity. The cover 
of Life, the movement’s primary periodical, summarized the movement’s mandate: “The 
Life Journal is a Publication of Cheng Tao Tuan, an organization of Christians who wish 
to do their share in meeting the religious needs of the Chinese in response to the 
Renaissance Movement.”21  
The indigenization movement envisioned a Chinese church grounded in 
humanism (ren ben zhuyi)，immanence (jin sheng zhuyi), positivism (shi zheng zhuyi), 
socialism (shehui zhuyi) and praxis (li xing zhuyi).22 In addition to making a theological 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20The various Anti-Christian movements have been thoroughly studied by Yang Tianhong in Jidujiao yu 
zhongguo zhishifenzi: 1922–1927 [Christianity and Republican Period Intellectuals: 1922–1927], Beijing, 
2005, renmin chubanshe and in the first section of Wang Chengmian.  Wenshe de shengshuai [The Rise and 
Fall of the Christian Literature Society], 1993, Taipei: Yu zhou guang chuan bozhong xin chubanshe. An 
elaborate description of the Movement for Restoring Educational Rights which was key in ushering the 
regulation of missionary education, is provided by Jessie G. Lutz in her Chinese Politics and Christian 
Missions: the Anti-Christian Movements of 1920–1928. Cross Cultural Publications, INC. 1988. Pp. 129–
257. 
 
21Shengming 1923 4(1). English in the original.  	  	  
 
22Chloë Starr and others have written on the formation of Chinese Christian theology in 20th century, from 
both the protestant and the catholic sides. Studying a rich cluster of sources, from parabiblical texts 
produced by protestant missionaries in the 19th century, to Chinese theological treatises and biblical 
commentary, the essays in Reading Christian Scriptures in China (T&T Clark, 2008) pioneer recent 
attempts to study Chinese theology. Nevertheless, these short essays focus on introducing different thinkers 
and ideas from a wide theological range. My focus on the Indigenization Movement, particularly on the 
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contribution, the movement also sought to influence the practical aspect of rituals and 
worship, and organize activities to bring a new community together. Borrowing from 
Chinese traditional customs and folk religion, they reconfigured ceremonies such as 
weddings and traditional holidays, for example, adding special liturgies during Chinese 
holidays such as the Chinese New Year and the Mid-Autumn Festival.23 The idea was to 
get the congregation to celebrate traditional holidays in the church, with ceremonies that 
combined Chinese and Christian elements. Movement members kept what they saw as 
the advantages of traditional Chinese wedding ceremonies—such as the prohibition 
against marrying two people of the same family name and the ethical emphasis on 
bowing to one’s parents—and got rid of what they saw as disadvantageous—such as 
arranged marriage, bowing to heaven and earth, and polygamy.  
The main task of the indigenization movement founders was to disengage Chinese 
Christianity from Western Christianity. Theologically, they prioritized the religious 
experience of the individual Chinese believer over the institution of the Christian 
church.24 This emphasis on religious experience is key for understanding the movement’s 
theology. Religious experience facilitated the interplay between a general idea of 
“Religion” and the specifics of “Christianity,” generating a form of rhetoric that aimed to 
make religion a part of Chinese society. The movement’s definition of “religion” was, of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
works of Zhao Zichen and Liu Tingfang enables me to historicize the production of their thought and 
elaborate upon the fundamentals of their methods and critical strategies.	  
 
23Wang Zhixin. “Bense jiaohui de hun sang li chu yi” Wenshe yuekan 1:69. Cited here from Zhang Xiping 
and Zhuo Xinping. Bense zhi tan [Discussing Indigenization], 1984, Zhongguo guangbo dianshi chubanshe. 
Pp. 27.	  Liu Tingfang, upon whose work I elaborate in a later section of this chapter, wrote dozens of 
liturgies especially for that purpose.  
 
24In the words of Zhao Zichen: “The church organization is important, but not nearly as important as the 
religious experience and faith of the individual”, said Zhao Zichen in Jidujiao yu zhongguo wenhua 
(Christianity and Chinese Culture) Zhen li yu sheng ming 1927, 2 (9–10). Cited here from Zhang Xiping 
and Zhuo Xinping. Bense zhi tan. Pp 15.  	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course, informed by their Christian education, and imparted to their students in Yenching. 
Nevertheless, the formation of the indigenization movement was not a simple case of 
one-way influence. Focusing on “religion”—for example, using the term religion 
(zongjiao) much more often than Christianity (jidujiao) in their writings—opened their 
theology to general questions pertaining to the need for spirituality in modernity and the 
position of the individual in society.  
The national theology drafted by the indigenization movement constantly invoked 
two main concepts: “experience” (jingyan) and “personality” (renge). As Zhao Zichen 
wrote to Liu Tingfang, the encounter of the individual with “this vast something,” was 
indeed “nothing short of religion.” Religion hinged upon and was validated by the 
believer’s experience and the change his personality undergoes as a result of that 
experience. In this way, experience and personality came to represent not just “life” as a 
new retort to a materializing world (as we saw in Chapter One), but also a national 
theology aimed at spiritually transforming Chinese society.   
 
Experience (jingyan 經驗) and Personality (renge 人格): Towards a Theology of 
National Salvation    
The idea that the single person (shen) is the building block of a strong state has 
been integral to China’s political culture since its formation. Confucian thought 
emphasized self-cultivation (xiu shen) as the foundation for a stable society since the 
Warring States period (453–221 BC). The morality cultivated by each individual extends 
to his family and, in turn, to the larger unit of the state. But the nineteenth-century and 
early twentieth-century discussions of “life” introduced new meanings for the 
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relationship between individual and society. The Confucian person was quite different 
from the modern national citizen. While the former trod a well-known path leading from 
the imperial examination to a life of public service, the latter operated according to an 
urgent desire to reform his society and strengthen his country in light of impending 
foreign invasion. The terms and ways of self-cultivation shifted as well: from pouring 
over a canonical set of texts to studying new disciplines and negotiating new conceptual 
frames.  
Scholarship on Chinese medicine tells us that in pre-twentieth-century China, 
experience, jingyan, was a verb compound, referring to the effectiveness of a certain 
medicine or treatment. A formula could be described as jingyanfang, meaning that its 
effectiveness has been confirmed through testing. In the first few decades of the twentieth 
century, following the introduction and spread of Western medicine in China, jingyan 
was re-introduced into medical discourse as “experience”: personally possessed practical 
information gained through observation. In order to account for an inconsistency between 
alleged flaws and dangers of Chinese medical theories and the proven effectiveness of 
various Chinese drugs, experience—indicating knowledge that is useful, albeit non-
scientific—came to define a foundation for traditional Chinese medicine by Western-
style doctors, both Chinese and foreign. Liminally located between “theory” and 
“experimentation,” “experience” in its modern form marked a new structure of 
knowledge for Chinese medicine, which rendered it relevant in modern treatments, 
though dispossessed of any claims for authority as a method.25  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25Sean Hsiang-lin Lei, “How Did Chinese Medicine Become Experiential?”, Positions 2002, 10(2): 334–
364. 	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Jingyan quickly permeated other scientific and non-scientific disciplines, where it 
was used in a similar way to buttress traditional knowledge with new knowledge gained 
through sensorial observation.26 As Chapter One traced, a modern understanding of lived 
experience first emerged in mid-nineteenth-century post-Hegelian German philosophy, 
spearheading its struggle to remain relevant given the overwhelming rise of positivist 
science. The indigenization movement seized upon the soaring popularity of jingyan in 
order to promote “religious experience”（zongjiao jingyan). Zhao Zichen and others 
drew upon the American philosopher and psychologist William James’ idea that “feeling 
is the deeper source of religion, and that philosophical and theological formulas are 
secondary processes, like translations of a text into another tongue.”27 James, who strove 
his entire life to uphold empiricism in psychology and philosophy, focused on religious 
conversion, which he saw as an optimal case study for learning more about the 
subconscious. He explained religious experience thus:  
To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience religion to gain an 
assurance, are so many phrases which denote the process, gradual or sudden, by which a 
self hitherto divided, and consciously wrong inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and 
consciously right superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer hold upon religious 
realities.28  
 
Unlike American Protestantism, the Chinese indigenization movement’s notion of 
zongjiao jingyan was not limited to a singular event of religious conversion, but was 
defined, as we saw in Zhao’s letter cited at the beginning of this chapter, as an ongoing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
26For an example of a discussion of the changing roles of jingyan in forensic science see Daniel Asen, 
Dead Bodies and Forensic Science: Cultures of Expertise in China 1800–1949, PhD dissertation, Columbia 
University, 2012, 188–214. Asen shows how jingyan was recruited to establish validity to traditional 
forensic knowledge alongside “Western learning”, to the point of using jingyan to rewrite ancient Chinese 
texts. 	  	  	  
	  
27William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 1982, Penguin Classics, 431.	  
 
28Ibid, 189. 	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sense of the religious that impacts life on an everyday level. If the scientists in China 
viewed jingyan as “knowledge gained through sensory observation,”29 those within the 
indigenization movement similarly located zongjiao jingyan in the realm of sensorial 
response, but in a way that emphasized the knowledge gained through emotions.   
Likewise, the modern term “personality,” translated to Chinese as renge, 
originated from early twentieth-century American psychology. “Personality” designated 
the thought, behavior, and emotion patterns unique to each individual that influence the 
way an individual interacts with his environment. American Protestant thought soon 
adopted the term as the main tenant of a new theology: “Personalism.” Established in 
1907 by Borden Parker Bowne (1847–1910), personalism viewed the reflective self and 
his personal experience as the basis for all knowledge and being. Bowne posited that 
humans share the same goals with God. Though humans are distinct from the divine, their 
self-consciousness enables them to communicate with God and this communication, 
enacted through religious experience, in turn informs people’s communication with one 
another.30  
In an essay titled The Origin of Religion, Zhao’s colleague, friend, and co-founder 
of the indigenization movement, Liu Tingfang, located religion in the realm of the psyche 
by arguing that religion evolves from passions (yuwang) and impulses (chongdong). 
Passions and impulses led ancient peoples to attach symbolic meaning to animals and 
natural phenomena, and incorporate this knowledge into rituals, he argued. These rituals 
served a dual function of instigating emotions and sublimating them. This symbolic 
substitution—that is, making something stand for the beyond that we cannot perceive—
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29Dan Asen, Dead Bodies and Forensic Science: Cultures of Expertise in China 1800–1949,  196. 	  	  
 
30Borden Parker Bowne, Personalism…. 	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Liu argued, is the basic function of art and religion, and a major facilitator of the 
development of civilizations.31 The importance that Liu ascribed to passions and impulses, 
and to the emotional economy of the individual in general, led him to focus on the subject 
of personality.  
In China, the term renge has a dynamic history. Though it did not appear as a 
proper compound before late Qing, the two parts of the compound—“ren” meaning man, 
or men, and “ge” originally meaning measure or model—often appeared together in 
classical texts to designate processes of self-measuring and self-molding.32 In the late 
Qing and Republican period, we notice a rise in deliberations of personhood and 
personality, from scholars struggling to re-define the Confucian personhood,33 to Chinese 
suffragists calling to free the female renge from the bond of patriarchal oppression.34 For 
the indigenization movement, renge was another means to describe a modern Chinese 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31Liu Tingfang. “Zongjiao de yuantou”, [The Origin of Religion] Zhenli yu shengming, 1930, 5 (1), 43–54. 	  	  
 
32See for example the idea of gewu 格物 in Daxue. James Legge translated gewu as “investigation of 
things”: “Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first extended to the utmost their knowledge. Such 
extension of knowledge lay in the investigation of things.” 欲誠其意者，先至其知；至知在格物. James 
Legge (trans.) The Great Learning in The Chinese Classics in Five Volumes. 1. Confucian Analects, The 
Great Learning, The Doctrine of the Mean 1960, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. In this sense, 
ge is closely connected to the process of self-cultivation.        
 
33See for example Peng Weimin. “Jidai ruxue diaobi xia ‘junzi ru’ xingxiang de chonggou” [The Re-
making of the Image of  ‘Superior Confucian Personhood’ during the Decline of Confucianism in the 
Modern Era] where the author discusses Zhang Zhidong’s attempts to modify the definition of Confucian 
personhood in light of new ideas of science and technology. In Huaihai wenhui, 2010, 5: 22–27. 
 
34Rebecca E. Karl. “”Slavery”, Citizenship and Gender in Late Qing China’s Global Context” In Rebecca 
E. Karl and Peter Zarrow (eds). Rethinking the 1898 Reform Period: Political and Cultural Change in Late 
Qing China 2002, Harvard East Asian Monographs, 212–244. The engendering of renge in China, a 
fascinating story yet to be told in full, was very likely inspired by the popularity of the term in the Japanese 
discourse on the new woman. As Richard Reitan recently argued, Taishō feminists adopted personalism, 
jinkakushugi, to carve an ontological space for women as persons in order to struggle against the state’s 
attempt to model a new female national subject as a “good wife/wise mother”. In “Claiming Personality: 
Reassessing the Dangers of the “New Woman” in Early Taishō Japan” Positions 2011, 19(1): 83–107. 
Reitan defines Japanese personalism first and foremost as “a form of philosophical idealism that grounded 
its ethical claims in universal truths about the human personality. It was bound up with demands for 
political participation, freedom of occupation, and gender equality, and its ideal was the full realization of 
an individual’s potentialities, the actualization of ends freely set by the individual” (85). 	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Christian believer: one who cultivates his personality by and through religious experience 
(zongjiao jingyan), not just to be one with God but to work to improve his society. 
Viewing themselves as an integral part of the Chinese cultural revival, participants in the 
indigenization movement dedicated many resources to promoting one of the most central 
concerns of the May 4th era: modernizing education. 
A scholar of education and psychology, Liu was highly invested in modernizing 
the education system. Reading notes he took reveal his commitment to study the affective 
aspect of religion and to employ a pedagogy emphasizing the individual student and his/ 
her emotional experience. In a document aimed at classroom instructors, titled  “Where 
are the Religious Backgrounds of Mass Education Students?,” Liu cited the American 
scholar of Christian education Angus Stewart Woodburne’s The Religious Attitude: A 
Psychological Study and its Differentiation (1927) to explain “the motive for the 
psychological study of religion”:  
The interest is not that of trying to establish absolute truth or falsity with regard to 
different form or beliefs, but of seeking to understand what need was satisfied, what 
motive released, what interests served, what tension or what emotion expressed … now 
religion is the disposition to seize upon the spiritual elements in the environment, the 
efforts to organize and conserve them in the interests of larger life. 35 
 
To the last sentence Liu added a note in parentheses: “raising, to a religious level, the 
things of everyday life.” And how was this to be done? Liu suggested a topical 
breakdown of the problem and some pedagogical tools to tackle it in class discussion:  
God concepts: what superstitions do the people hold? Physical world? Biological? 
Relations to science? Worship concepts: prayer, cult, mystique experience, life 
philosophy: immortality, personality, universe; sin concepts: what is wrong? What brings 
mental distress? What is forgiveness? How [is it] experienced? What three things do you 
fear/love/hate most? Why do you pray? What do you expect to get out of it? What is God 
like? What does he do? What things to you enjoy listening to? What is most beautiful to 
you? How does XXX make you feel36?  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35Original document is in English; emphasis in original, Liu Tingfang archives Box 5, folder 8  
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Such examples of how to tease out personal experience in the classroom went hand in 
hand with the mission of cultivating national citizens. In a document he composed for 
teachers, titled Objectives of National Salvation Education, Liu listed the skills that 
national salvation education should aim to develop:  
Cultivate a patriotic heart: to the attainment of the skill of understanding of the nation, the 
origin of the people and their historical progress, a capability to sing folksongs and the 
national anthem and a habit of using locally manufactured goods (rather than foreign 
imports). 37  
 
Liu Tingfang and Zhao Zichen were both educators in training and in practice. 
Rotating in the position of Dean of the School of Religion in Yenching, both of them 
were engrossed in formulating a nationalistic patriotic pedagogy and putting it to work in 
the classroom and beyond. Their view of nationalism aligned with both state ideologies 
and popular sentiment—namely, that national salvation entails a rejection of foreign 
material goods.38 According to their reasoning, if religion operates in a realm of human 
interiority to sublimate a person’s emotional responses (impulses and passions), why not 
harness it to “cultivate a patriotic heart”? If Chinese individual personalities would unite 
towards a spiritual community, wouldn’t this unity impact the material aspect of 
consumption as well? The main and overarching question that both Zhao and Liu 
grappled with was how to stimulate religious experience so as to provide the emotional 
foundation key to this task:  the growth of a national community, spiritually and 
materially. Outside the classroom, reading and writing were seen as providing the 
answers to this question.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36Ibid.  	  	  
37Ibid, box 4, folder 14.  
 
38On the role consumerism assumed in fashioning Chinese ideas on nationalism see Karl Gerth, China 
Made: Consumer Culture and the Creation of a Nation, 2003, Harvard University Press.  	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Zhao Zichen devised a methodology of locating religious sensibilities in Chinese 
classics. In an essay titled Christianity and Chinese Culture he argued that the most 
foundational ethical principle in Chinese culture is xiao, Confucian filial piety. If one 
desires to find an authentically Chinese notion of the religious, they should search for it 
in the specific emotional experience of xiao. In the same way that xiao is extended in 
Confucian thinking from home to state—i.e., from being filial to one’s father to being a 
filial subject to one’s ruler—so should it be extended to include the great father in heaven. 
Zhao actively reshaped traditional culture by stretching its boundaries to create new 
religious frameworks:  
From now on, if Christianity wishes to contribute to Chinese culture, Christians must on 
the one hand expand filial piety and propriety, to make people regard our father in heaven 
admiringly and consolidate an ethical foundation on the basis of profound religious 
experience, and on the other hand, set the individual free to become son or daughter of 
God. Thus, the shackles of the old system will be torn and individuality expanded to 
uphold the spirit of national character, while developing a new society, equality and 
brotherhood… I believe that if so much as a minority of my countrymen, possess within 
their experience an essence of both Christianity and Chinese culture, even if they don’t 
actively strive to building an indigenous Christianity or preserving culture, their own 
lives will certainly express the contribution of Christianity to the culture of China… they 
will emanate Chinese Christianity from deep inside their lives, preserving it and adding to 
it simultaneously.39  
 
Who are these mysterious “minority of countrymen” that Zhao brings up here, designated 
by him to serve as bearers of religious experience for China? Where should one turn to 
search for their religious experience? According to Zhao, they are the authors of the great 
textual tradition of Chinese history. Zhao suggested going back to traditional artworks, 
temple frescos, music, and literature to glean from each the artist’s religious experience, 
because “religious art reveals the language of religion.”40  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39Zhao Zichen, “Jidujiao yu zhongguo wenhua” [Christianity and Chinese Culture] Zhenli yu shengming 
1927, 2 (9–10). Cited here from Zhang Xiping and Zhuo Xinping. Bense zhi tan, 12, 6.  	  	  
 
40Ibid,	  12–13. 	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The premise that art originally emerged from religious sentiment was popular 
among May 4th intellectuals. This idea was first introduced to China by renowned 
educator and president of Peking University Cai Yuanpei (蔡元培 1868–1940) in his 
widely read 1917 essay, Replacing Religion with Aesthetic Education. In the essay, Cai 
posited that religion originated from the functional form of human spirituality (wu ren 
jingshen zhi zuoyong goucheng), which consists of three elements: knowledge (zhishi), 
will (yizhi), and emotion (ganqing). These functions led humans to ask existential 
questions about the world around them. Founders of the oldest religions were quick to 
offer answers and contain knowledge, will, and emotion within a framework of a 
relationship between man and the universe. The representation of the universe in painting, 
song, and dance is a natural human desire, Cai argued. It emerges from the third mental 
faculty of emotion. Religious authorities subsumed aesthetic appreciation under the tenets 
of various religions throughout history, using beautiful art to lure the population into faith. 
As a result, religion and aesthetics are history bound together. Now that knowledge has 
become independent from religion, thanks to developments in science that help us to 
understand life through the prism of evolution, Cai submitted, art must sever its relation 
to religion. This will enable us to cultivate emotions via artistic and aesthetic education 
instead of religion.41   
In comparison to Cai Yuanpei, Zhao Zichen and Liu Tingfang held a more 
nuanced perception of the relationship between religion and art. Conceptualizing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41Cai Yuanpei. “Replacing Religion with Aesthetic Education” yi meiyu dai zongjiao shuo in Xin Qingnian 
3(6) 1917. Cai’s position was directly critiqued by figures such as Tian Han and Zhou Zuoren, both arguing 
for the importance of religion for the survival and future development of art and literature. Tian Han. 
“Shaonian zhongguo yu zongjiao wenti” [Young China and the Problem of Religion] 1921, shaonian 
zhongguo 2(8). Cited here from Zhang Qinshe. Guonei jin shi nian lai zhi zongjiao sichao 1928, Yenching 
huawen xuexiao yanjiuke cankao cailiao; Zhou Zuoren. “Sheng shu yu zhongguo wenxue” [The Bible and 
Chinese Literature] Xiaoshuoyue bao 1921, 1 (4): 15–16.    	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“religious experience” and “personality” as facilitating the individual development of 
emotions, Zhao suggested tracing religious experience through reading textual sources. In 
order to understand “the language of religion” that art embodies, we must learn to read in 
a specific way:  
 When Wang Wei wrote: On the mountain/ Silently observing the hibiscus/ Picking sun 
flower blossoms covered in dew/All alone in the forest midst/ As the moonlight comes to 
shine; if we only discuss the literal level of his words, wouldn’t these merely depict a 
crazy man raising his head to glance at the moon while picking fruit to have a picnic 
under the pine tree? Isn’t it simply a case of the moonlight, observed from between the 
branches, shining upon this person? But there lies deeper meanings, a certain 
expressiveness, which is located outside language… true meaning resides in the 
unspeakable part of speech…if Christianity wishes to flow in Chinese people’s blood, it 
must make an artistic contribution.42 
 
Poetry speaks the unspeakable, gives us a gateway to the indescribable, which is the locus 
of the spiritual. It is a language that speaks the omnipresent via absence. Zhao instructs 
the reader to go back to foundational texts such as the Book of Changes, the Zhuangzi and 
the Dao De Jing and search for terms such as: mysterious, marvelous, profound, latent, 
emptiness (you, xuan, miao, xu, wei, wu, qian). These terms betray a similar notion to that 
we may find in poetry. Pointing to that which is hidden from view, they infuse a political 
practical culture with spirituality. It is here that we may find a religious experience that is 
genuinely Chinese, an experience that leaves its unique imprint on Chinese culture and 
history.43  
Beyond developing new reading strategies for old texts, Zhao Zichen and his 
colleagues associated themselves with various efforts to reform Chinese literature and 
invent a modern literary expression of life. In 1928, a year after he wrote to Liu Tingfang 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42Zhao Zichen, “Jidujiao yu zhongguo wenhua,”13–14. 	  	  
	  
43	  Ibid, 15.  
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about his stroll in the Yenching campus, Zhao wrote to his former teacher at Vanderbilt 
University:  
I study with my students, working towards a system of Christian thought which I hope 
will take on definite form in the years to come and become a book. My plan of study is to 
cover Biology, Psychology, Religion, Philosophy, as well as Theology, Chinese, 
Literature, especially lyrical poetry and modern fiction, from which I have learned to see 
life.44 
 
Modern fiction and lyrical poetry became major vehicles of the indigenization 
movement’s national theology project. The prolific writing of its members joined the 
larger intellectual thrust towards “life” reflected in and induced by modern literature. 
Joining their literary contemporaries in Republican China, Zhao Zichen, Liu Tingfang 
and their colleagues formed a literary society to promote their views on literature, life, 
and the nation.   
The Christian Literary Society 
An official organ for promoting religious literature, The Christian Literary 
Society (zhonghua jidujiao wenshe) was formed in 1924 and was officially active until 
1930. The 1920’s saw the emergence of numerous literary societies in China, enabled by 
a prolific publishing industry of journals and book series. All sides of the political map 
established literary associations, from the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly School of 
popular literature to the Chinese League of Left Wing writers established in 193045. In 
February 12, 1924, a Literary Society was officially established with Zhao Zichen as the 
president and Liu Tingfang as one of the six members on the executive committee. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44Letter from Zhao Zichen to O.E Brown, Dean of the School of Religion in Vanderbilt University, from 
which Zhao graduated in 1917 with a B.D. September 14, 1928. Yenching Archives, Peking University, 
Beijing, China. File: 1928017. 	  	  
 
45On literary societies see Kirk Denton and Michel Hockx, Literary Societies in Republican China, 2008, 
Lexington Books.	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Collaborators from Peking and Yenching Universities were approached, among them 
renown scholars such as Zhou Zuoren, who published through the society a study titled A 
New Punctuation of the Bible (shengjing xin biaodian) in 1925. Their journal, Literary 
Society Monthly (wen she yue kan 1925–1928) was exclusively devoted to promoting the 
cause of producing local religious literature.46 
In the first issue of the Literary Society Monthly, essays by Zhao Zichen, Ri 
Yuzhang, and Shen Sizhuang emphasized the significance of participating in journal 
publishing, a booming activity since the New Culture Movement. They called for 
literature that pertained to the connection between religion and life, science, nationalism 
and revolution, and emerged from the concrete religious experience of the author, who 
must be thoroughly familiar with the national issues at hand.47 Zhao Zichen exemplified 
this trend in a copious poetic corpus committed to cultivating national consciousness by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
46According to Wang Chengmian, other than Literary Society Monthly, between 1928–1930 the society 
published a total of ten books. Of those four were original works and six were translations. The original 
works are: Jidujiao zhexue (Christian Philosophy 基督教哲學) and Yesu de ren sheng zhexue (The Life 
Philosophy of Jesus 耶穌的人生哲學) by Zhao Zichen; Zhongguo lishi de shangdi guan (The View of God 
in Chinese History 中國歷史的上帝觀) by Wang Zhixin (王治心), and Zhongguo xiangcun jiaohui zhi xin 
jianshe (The New Construction of the Rural Church in China中国乡村教会之新建设) by Zhu Jingyi (朱
敬一). The translations are: Renlei shengcun beidou zhong de zongjiao zuoyong (The Usefulness of 
Religion in the Human Struggle for Survival 人類生存奮鬥中的宗教作用); Revolutionary Christianity 
(Geming de jidujiao 革命的基督教) ; Lunli de jidu zongjiao guan (The Christian Religious Perception of 
Ethics 倫理的基督宗教觀) and Xin yue xiao shi (A Brief History of the New Testament 新約小史) by Jian 
Youwen (簡有文) and Jindai kexue de zongjiao guan (The Religious View in Recent Science 近代科學的
宗教觀) and Yesu de shengping (A Biography of Jesus 耶穌的生平) by Xie Songgao (謝頌羔). See Wang 
Chengmian, Wenshe de shengshuai [The Rise and Fall of the Christian Literature Society], Taipei: Yu zhou 
guang chuan bozhong xin chu ban she, 1993, Chapter 1.	  
 
 
47Zhao Zichen, “Wo dui yu zhonghua jidujiao wenzi wenti de ganxiang” [My Thoughts on Chinese 
Christian Writing]；Yu Rizhang, “Jidujiao wenzi de jichu”	  [The Foundation of Christian Writing]; Pan 
Sizhuang, “Wei shenme you wenshe?”	  [Why Should We Have a Literary Society] Wen she yuekan, 1925 
1(1).  
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appealing to religious sentiments. One of Zhao’s poems, The Tattered Flag (posui de 
guoqi, 1926), is helpful in understanding how this process worked48:    
Oh merciful father! I beseech you to look at this roof 
No other flags are fluttering here but this torn flag of five colors,49  
As foreign nations seize every opportunity, and my fellow countrymen are taking their own lives. 
 
These countrymen suffering underneath the flag do not dare to ask for peace 
We only beg that you safeguard this tattered, torn flag. 
 
Oh, merciful father! under this tattered flag red-eyed dogs are licking the blood of bones that 
haven’t yet dried up 
Pregnant women and young girls are violated,  
Gasping, they are dropping dead 
Inside a ravine of blood, washing this un-washable pain  
A crumbling wall, a damaged pebble, a piece of desolate ruins 
Faint human howls, and the squeaking of ghosts     
 
Oh, merciful father, you must be crying with grief as well  
Just like Jesus bitterly wept for Jerusalem that day 
Look at this fertile land soaked with flesh and blood, stretching for a thousand Li 
Now it is nothing but a hunting ground for bandits and foreign nations 
Please (I’m begging, imploring) 
Pour out thy wrath  
But pity the agonizing grieving ill and mad 
 
Oh, merciful father!, 
These abandoned children standing stunned in front of the sacred altar dare not think about the 
roof of their neighbors 
They dare not think about the darkness in midday at the legation quarter,50 
about the ghosts and demons grinding their teeth and sucking blood at night  
We just ask you to protect this torn and tattered flag 
Allow it to wave forcefully in the midst of the haze 
 
Oh, merciful father, 
Eyes that have been covered cannot see into the future easily 
They are only clinging on to the life that is left for them now 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
48Zhao Zichen, “Posui de guoqi” [The Tattered Flag], Zhenli yu shengming, 1926, 1(2): 43–44. 
 
49This flag was the first flag of the Republic of China. 	  	  
50The legation quarter was the area in Beijing where the foreign legations were concentrated between 
1861–1959.	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I implore you to safeguard this torn and tattered flag 
Those people walking in the shadow cast by this flag have only you to long for   
I implore you, for us, the lofty and unyielding Chinese people that are still here in this 
unreasonable pitch-black world of men. 
 
This poem first reads as a conventional expression of worship, a call out to God to 
save China from its dire straits. However, in this poem (as in others), Zhao carefully 
crafts a complex theological stance that locates a sense of national agency by and through 
the religious address. Literature proves to be the ultimate medium to contain these 
complexities.   
The poem’s circular structure, beginning and ending at the rooftop, at once leads 
and follows the divine gazer. It is a highly visual poem, focused on showing a pressing 
unbearable reality through an individual prayer. The reader is taken downward, from the 
first location, the torn flag up on the roof to the view underneath the rooftop. Details that 
characterize this limited space: a pebble, a damaged wall, make way for the next stanza to 
widen the visual scope: the entire country, stretching for a thousand li— an ancient trope 
for vast distance used for the first time in Mencius. These types of tropes and illusions to 
the Chinese classics would have immediately appealed to readers, taking them from an 
aerial view of the land back to a narrower view of the foreign legation quarter in Beijing. 
and finally back to the roof, to the torn flag where the journey and the prayer end. The 
full circle accompanied by an up, down, and back up movement creates a highly visual 
aesthetics that sets the pace of the poem: it is the pace that the naked eye, or an eye armed 
with a camera lens would take to survey the magnitude of a national catastrophe.   
   The framing device of the prayer invokes a literal sigh: every stanza begins with 
“Oh, merciful father! In Chinese: “Cibei de fu a!” with “a”—an expressive particle used 
at the end of sentences to amplify a sense of an emotional fullness with a sigh releasing 
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the overflow of feelings. The prayer intensifies the dual position of the poetic speaker: he 
is simultaneously a humble believer calling out to God, and an omnipresent authority. 
The reader moves from location to location through the point of view of the speaker. This 
double positioning demonstrates the complex relationship that the indigenization 
movement exhibited between the individual believer and the national community. The 
individual believer, as he prays overflowing with religious sentiment, reaches an 
authorial position where he is able to both communicate with God and see his country’s 
plight.   
The speaker repeatedly requests that God safeguard the five-colored flag of the 
new Chinese Republic. The request seems odd, coming as it does after each detailed 
description of apocalyptic proportions—dogs licking blood and bones, howling ghosts, a 
land turned into ruins. Is the flag metonymic of China as a nation? Is the plea to protect 
the national flag actually an appeal to God to save China? Surely this is one way of 
reading this poem. And yet, when the speaker says: “These countrymen suffering 
underneath the flag do not dare to ask for peace/We only beg that you safeguard this 
tattered, torn flag” he is asking, it seems, not for physical salvation but for emotional and 
spiritual resurrection. The five-colored flag, a flag only fourteen years old at the time of 
the poem’s writing, is a symbol of the fledgling nation. It is through their own emotional 
foundation that presumably these “lofty and unyielding” Chinese people will rid 
themselves of the stark foreign presence that is pointed to as the source of their downfall.  
God will protect the national symbol, enabling the national citizens to lean on its 
symbolism to win the war.   
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In this way, the implied reader of this poem will develop as a national citizen: his 
Christian belief will not become a sense of self-annulment but as a standpoint of 
empowerment. What the Chinese people now need is a way to step away from the sacred 
altar where they stand stunned, and proceed into the legation quarter that they dare not 
contemplate. If the flag waves forcefully, their own force will thrive. The religious 
experience of the prayer, it seems, framed by emotional outpouring, elevates the speaker 
to a level of dialog with God: “you must be crying with grief as well.” The small flag 
casts a shadow big enough for the nation to walk under; its actual size notwithstanding, it 
will be used as a source for national cultivation of spiritual resilience, and, as is 
envisioned here, to get rid of foreigners, and bring the light to a pitch-black world.   
Many other poems in various publications of the Christian Literary Society were 
just as outspoken about foreign encroachment as the source of China’s crisis. This 
invocation of Christianity to counter Western imperialism (including the Western  
missionary project) was certainly not a uniquely Chinese phenomenon. Gauri 
Viswanathan identifies this phenomena in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
India, where Christian conversion similarly informed political resistance movements. 
Likewise, Isabel Hofmeyr shows how the missionary translation and dissemination of 
The Pilgrim’s Progress in Cameroon contributed to the rise of local forms of Christianity 
that overtly disengaged with foreign missionaries.51 And a copious body of literature on 
Christian liberation theology and its mobilization of oppressed populations in Latin 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity, and Belief, 1998, Princeton University 
Press; Isabel Hofmeyr, The Portable Bunyan: A Transnational History of the Pilgrim’s Progress, 2003, 
Princeton University Press. I discuss these studies at length in chapter five.	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America demonstrates that “one first of all does liberation theology rather than learns 
about it.”52  
In sum, the rupture that Protestant Christianity introduced by privileging personal 
experience over doctrine cannot be overstated. This move enabled Protestant thought to 
remain relevant in a world enthralled by positivism and reinvigorated missionary projects 
worldwide. At the same time, the spread of a new creed of religious experience as access 
to human life shaped local forms of national revival. As Gil Anidjar tells us,  the 
remarkable pliability of Christianity nourished the two other forces of modern living: 
nation and capital. Once the holy trinity of “nation-capital-Christianity” was exported to 
the colonies, it morphed in unexpected ways.53 Again and again, in South and East Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America, fiction and poetry emerged to take on the national project. 
Ultimately, the Christian Literary Society disintegrated after only a few years, 
thanks to internal disagreement over concrete political issues, such as who to support 
following the 1927 coup of the Guomindang Party, and over larger questions regarding 
the proper role of political ideology in a religious movement. When some of the members 
wrote to the major American funding organ of the society, the Rockefeller Foundation 
Institute of Social and Religious Research (1921–1934), to warn against the society’s 
declining religious emphasis in favor of an “ideological excess” (sixiang guoji), the 
Institute’s economic support was terminated and the Christian Literature Society was 
officially dispersed in 1930.54 The society’s most impending obstacle, wrote Zhao Zichen, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
52Christopher Rowland, “Introduction: The Theology of Liberation” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Liberation Theology, 2007, Cambridge University Press, 4.  	  	  
 
53Gil Anidjar, Blood: A Critique of Christianity…viii.  	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was a lack of a systematic publishing and distribution method, resulting in different 
factions within the society operating independently and achieving limited success in 
actually disseminating published materials.55 Though the organization officially shut 
down in 1930, this did not mark the end of the indigenization movement’s attempts to 
promote Christian literature.56 Linked institutionally and aesthetically to the May 4th 
literary reform project, as the next chapter will show, religious sensibilities became a 
powerful force in literary deliberations regarding the meaning of life and the possibility 
for revolution.    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54Wang Chengmian. Wenshe de shengshuai……Chapter 1.	  
 
55A Letter to John Leighton Stuart, February 13, 1930. Yenching Archives, File: 1930021.	  
 
56Both Zhao and Liu tried to revive the Literature Society throughout the 1930’s. Zhao Zichen taught a 
class titled: “Chinese Religious Literature” in the Religion department at Yenching, and wrote numerous 
times to the president of the University, John Leighton Stuart, to state the urgency of the Christian literature 
situation.  In 1939, Liu Tingfang wrote to Stuart and asked him to include a Christian literature project to 
his fundraising efforts. In May 1941, he was able to receive 10,000$ for an ambitious Christian Literature 
project to be executed under the wings of the Nanking Theological Seminary. The literary production was 
to take 3 forms: “original writings or translations of a series of books begin at a rate of four a year until it 
reaches the rate of a book a month”. The subjects covered would be roughly along those lines: 1. Religious 
verses, dramas, novels 2. Devotional literature including prayers, hymns and liturgical materials 3. 
Homiletical sermons and kindred materials 4. Religious education 5. Psychology of religion 6. Science and 
religion 7. Histories, systems and currents of Christian thought 8. Ecumenical- interdenominational, 
international cooperation, federation, unity in Christian church. Liu Tingfang Papers, Union Theological 
Seminary, Box: 2, folder 17; Box 3 folder 13.    	  
	   91	  
                                           CHAPTER THREE 
         Literature to the Rescue: The Power of Sympathy  
In 1939, the Yenching University Christian Literature Society published a book titled: 
The Proper Life Philosophy of Christian Believers. The preface to this collection of 
essays on the Protestant view of life did not discuss the content of the book, but rather the 
context of its writing. Solicited by the association, the essays were part of a growing 
corpus of religious literature: 
Among our members who number more than six hundred, there are many whose daily 
burden or lack of time prevents them from participating in our activities, and enjoying the 
day-to-day we all share. Hence, after Zhao Zichen became chairman, he launched a new 
line of work, the publication of religious literature to which there are two main purposes: 
1. To enable the members of the association to collect and organize their religious 
experience and engage in new critical thought 2. To exchange experiences with each 
other via the corpus of our texts, and communicate with those who cannot participate in 
our activities often. If people near and far will be able to obtain the literature we publish, 
surely they will be reminded of and long for our communal life together. At that time 
[while they are reading], inside God, mutuality (tonggan) and sympathetic resonance 
(gongming) will arouse between them and us.1  
 
The goals of religious literature that are mentioned above appear, at first glance, 
to be quite ordinary: documenting religious experience and communicating this 
experience among readers near and far. Yet a second look alerts us to the specificities of 
this act of communication that literature facilitates: while reading, sympathetic resonance 
is evoked between reader and writer, enabled by divine presence. This argument suggests 
that the connection between literature and the world is not simply mimetic, but actively 
creative. “Sympathetic Resonance” (gongming, jiaogan, or xiangying), a scientific 
phenomenon, occurs when periodic behavior of one object in a certain frequency is 
communicated to another, even when there are no direct physical connections between 
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the two, such as when virtuosic sopranos burst window frames from a distance with their 
voice, to cite a famous example. It was this physical effect that was perceived as the 
operative power of literature: when a writer shares religious experience (zongjiao jingyan) 
with the reader, his emotional frequency conjures vibrations that sustain a field of energy 
between writer and reader, and binds them together “inside God.” Literature was thus 
perceived as capable of breaking the boundaries of reference and metaphor to operate in 
the world.  
This chapter investigates the belief in literature’s efficacy to save the nation in the 
formative period of Chinese modern literature. I do this by tracing the metamorphosis of 
the idea of sympathy in modern Chinese culture. This move compels me to address the 
hitherto largely untold story of national religious literature as it pertains to the wider 
establishment of national literature in modern China. Numerous Chinese works of fiction 
and poetry incorporated Biblical themes as well as themes taken from Buddhist scriptures 
and Daoist traditions. I do not intend here to map these texts as this important work has 
already been undertaken by others.2 Instead, I am interested in the deeper connections 
between religion, literature, and nationalism and how these shaped the larger concerns 
regarding the role of literature in society. While earlier studies have firmly established 
that Chinese authors believed that modern literature instigates social change, 3  an 
examination of how exactly this power was presumed to work has yet to be executed. By 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2See for example Yang Jianlong, Kuang ye de hu sheng [A cry in the Wilderness] 1998, Shanghai jiaoyu 
chubanshe; Wang Benchao, Ershi shiji zhongguo wenxue yu jidujiao wenhua [Twentieth Century Chinese 
Literature and Christian Culture] 2000, Anwei jiaoyu chubanshe 	  	  
 
3To state a few of many examples: Marston Anderson, The Limits of Realism: Chinese Fiction in the 
Revolutionary Period, 1990, Berkeley University Press;	  Theodore Huters, Bringing The World Home: 
Appropriating The West In Late Qing And Early Republican China, 2005, Honolulu : University of Hawai'i 
Press; Jing Tsu, Failure, Nationalism, and Literature: The Making of Modern Chinese Identity, 1895-1937 
2005, Stanford University Press.	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analyzing the means to achieve literary efficacy, this chapter complements the rich 
existing scholarship on the subject. I focus on the Christian Literature Society, its prolific 
publications and extensive connections with significant figures in China’s larger literary 
circles. The following is divided into three sections. The first section elaborates on the 
perception of literature as an ideal medium to represent and act upon “life.” The second 
section delves into the larger literary scene in Republican China by focusing on the trend 
favored by virtually all of its key actors: realism and its promises for a truthful depiction 
of life. The third section situates the Christian Literature Associations’ contribution to the 
pressing task of transforming the nation via literature by reading examples of religious 
poetry and national hymns. Together these sections show how the conviction that 
literature about contemporary life can save the life of the Chinese nation emerged in a 
colonial context, yet mutated into other directions.      
Binding the Nation with Sympathetic Resonance    
In the introduction to Christian Philosophy (which plot, context and characters I 
discussed in chapter one), Zhao Zichen struggles to define the book’s genre. My reader, 
Zhao states, should criticize the title Christian Philosophy since this book mixes 
philosophy (zhexue) theology (shenxue), poetry (shi) and fiction (xiaoshuo).4 Why would 
I write a novel and title it “philosophy”? he asks. The reason, Zhao submits, is that 
theological philosophy must be infused with literature, if it wants to move beyond its own 
limitations and capture life in a fuller way. The most interesting aspect of this novel is not 
its theological nuances, but the way in which Zhao used it to ask questions about the 
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connections between religion and literature and to bring up religion to open the question 
of literary referentiality:  
I want the reader to understand that this book does not devote certain sections to life 
philosophy; the characters in this book, as are their speech and their actions, are all 
Christian life philosophy. They are alive, they transform, and they are all my friends. 
They all struggle with me; when I sit down and write, they sit there and chat…. When I 
wake up, fall asleep or think about them, they come alive besides me…I recognize them, 
the same way that they recognize me!5  
 
This meta-narrative statement locates the characters in the novel on an entirely 
different plane from the fictional, the autobiographical or even the allegorical; they do not 
exist solely in the author’s mind, are not real-life characters, nor are they allegorical 
vehicles for conveying theological messages. Rather, these characters come to life in the 
moment of writing. Their existence entails communication that leads to mutual 
recognition: the narrator recognizes them in the same way that they recognize him. When 
literature speaks of the religious it moves beyond the referential level.  
The inclusion of meta-fictional reflections sets Christian Philosophy apart from 
Chinese language Christian literature generic predecessors. The form of the dialogue was 
prevalent in missionary narratives from sixteen century Jesuit literature to late nineteen 
century works of fiction written by Euro-American Protestant missionaries with Chinese 
collaborators. Such dialogue served as a ploy for the characters to discuss Christian 
doctrine.6 In Christian Philosophy, Zhao Zichen draws upon this structure to establish the 
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6The first missionary novel proper, Dialogues between the two Friends Zhang and Yuan (Zhang Yuan liang 
you xiang lun, 1819) depicted twelve meetings between a Christian believer and his heathen neighbor 
during which doctrinal issues were grappled with. A discussion of this body of texts and its contribution to 
the rise of modern literature in China can be found in Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of the Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Centuries, 2004, Columbia University Press. On Jesuit tracts in dialogue form and their 
implication on the problem of translating Christian concepts into Chinese see Hart, “Translating the 
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dialogue itself, and the instance of writing it, as a step beyond catechism. Here is an 
example drawn from a conversation taking place in the narrator’s home:   
Personality (renge) is most remarkable when sympathetic resonance (jiaogan) is the 
deepest, and friendship the most profound. God searches for us with great efforts because 
he loves us; it is love that induces us to strive for each other and seek God. For example, 
you and I, at this moment, are experiencing a strong sympathetic resonance and a 
profound communion (jiaoyi); as a result, your thoughts are becoming clear and sharp, 
and so are my own thoughts. In light of this, our new, not yet conceived thoughts come 
pouring incessantly. This is how your personality grows and my personality is renewed; 
we share a mutual joy that is boundless. God loves us and we love God, our minds blend 
together, our lives interchanging, this naturally exalts God, and so God’s omnipotence 
and virtue are reflected in us.7 
 
Sympathetic resonance is invoked here, as is the foundation of the communication 
that literature opens up. Whether it is communication between the two characters in the 
excerpt above, between the narrator and his characters in the introduction, or between 
readers and authors as suggested in the preface to The Proper Life Philosophy of 
Christian Believers, the power of the literary conversation evokes sympathetic resonance 
that enlarges each personality, enhances thought processes and binds the two parties in 
divine mutuality. This is how literature, as a form of communication, breaks its own 
boundaries to include life in the real world. The next step was to enact this model of 
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7Zhao Zichem, Jidujiao zhexue…, 95.  	  	  
	   96	  
Molding the National Soul with Literature 
The Christian Indigenization Movement crystallized the idea that national 
salvation hinges upon the inscription of religious sentiment into Chinese culture. In their 
attempts to fashion a distinctively Chinese theology independent of foreign missionary 
involvement, members of the movement located individual religious experience as the 
source for transforming one’s personality. In the ideal society that he envisioned, Zhao 
and his peers saw the compilation of citizens’ personalities (renge) ultimately creating a 
national soul (guohun).8 The term “national soul” originated in the Japanese Meiji period. 
It was one of the key concepts raised by the National Essence Movement (kokugaku), 
which was founded by late seventeen-century critics of neo-Confucian thought and 
reached its height during the Meiji restoration. This movement of influential scholars 
strove to uncover an original essence Japan allegedly possessed by revisiting ancient texts 
using modern philology. The basic idea behind “national soul” was that every country has 
its own unique cultural core that withstands outside influences and remains true to its 
own original nature. A healthy national soul sustains the source of power and 
cohesiveness of the nation’s people. Promoted by the Meiji government in order to 
conjure a cultural ethos and a rationale for sweeping reforms, “national soul” thus 
became a central rhetoric of one of Japan’s primary means of producing modern national 
citizens: the newly founded state Shintō.  
These activities inspired the formation of the late Qing National Essence Group 
(guocui pai): Tokyo-based renegade intellectuals and political activists who resisted the 
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Manchu rule. In their search for an “authentic” Han essence, the national essence group 
sought to identify the defining elements of the Chinese tradition, such as the origin of 
Chinese script or evidential methodology for studying ancient texts.9 Motivated by 
Japanese translations of Herbert Spencer, they phrased their view of nationalism in racial 
terms and defined “national life” (minzu shengming) to be the original universal 
nucleolus. “Minzu” coins a specific meaning of nation that is ethnic and cultural: it does 
not designate a nation-state but a nationality, a group that shares the same ethnicity and 
cultural background. “National life” thus connoted an ideal of ethnic exceptionality, 
manifested in the group’s credo of salvaging the lost glory of Han: molding the national 
soul (taozhu guohun).  
The Christianity Indigenization movement adopted “national soul” and interpreted 
it as the sum of all individual personalities within the nation state. It was a sophisticated 
move that capitalized on the history of the term while recruiting it to the relatively new 
task of infusing national culture with religion. If “national soul” was used as rhetoric for 
overthrowing the Manchu rulers, why not use it to claim a space for Chinese Christianity 
independent of Western involvement? But there was more to the use of national soul than 
simply delineating the boundaries of what is Chinese. If literature facilitates sympathetic 
resonance between writer, characters, and reader, and these vibrations cultivate each 
individual personality, why not use fiction to mold the national soul? Through literature, 
religion broadens each citizen’s personality until, finally, it unites the citizens of the 
nation state. This task is achieved by means of sympathetic communication, which 
creates a mutual national soul, the power of which is invincible. Given this ability to 
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move beyond the mimetic and act in the world, literature was thus seen as the ideal 
medium for bringing out the truth of “national life” and salvaging the future of China.  
The next section traces the origin of this view of literature’s operative efficacy 
and its spread within the larger institution of modern literature of the Republican era. 
While the Christian Literature Association was the most cohesively outspoken, the 
religious roots of the perception that literature creates social change through sympathetic 
communication informed key debates on modern literature and national strengthening. In 
order to reveal how this process unfolded, I offer a new reading of the rise of the most 
privileged genre in Chinese literature throughout the 1920’s and 1930’s: realism. 
The Missionary Connection 
 While the specific birth date of Chinese modern literature remains contentious10, a 
general consensus exists that modern literature (xiandai wenxe) rejected all old 
institutions—among them, the classical Chinese language, literary conventions such as 
parallel prose, and themes that involved the supernatural and divine. In their stead, 
modern authors wrote realist fiction and poetry in free style about the social reality of 
their times with a new modern baihua. In the past decade, several studies have alerted us 
to missionaries’ involvement in early formations of Chinese literature in modern 
vernacular. Protestant missionaries launched the booming “print commerce” that 
characterized nineteen-century Shanghai,11 and also stood behind the first notable attempt 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10Dates range from the print boom in late Qing and the unprecedented dissemination of popular literature 
to the publication of Lu Xun’s Madman’s Diary (1918) touted still as the first modern story in Chinese 
literary history. See for example: David Wang. Fin de Siècle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing 
Fiction 1848-1911, 1997, Stanford University Press; Theodore Huters Bringing the World Home: 
Appropriating the West in Late Qing and Early Republican China, 2005, University of Hawaii Press.  	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  2004, University of 
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to write socially engaged literature. The inaugural moment at which Chinese literature 
began to depict contemporary social life as a national project was the 1896 new novels 
contest organized by John Fryer.12 Fryer (1839–1928) arrived in China from England in 
1863 to teach English. He envisioned a life of missionary service, and wrote to his 
brother George in 1870: “I want to be named among those who are foremost in 
enlightening and Christianizing China.”13 In 1867 Fryer was invited to join the newly 
founded translation bureau in the Jiangnan arsenal in Shanghai, which he directed for the 
next two decades. During his tenure he facilitated the translation of numerous scientific 
treaties, founded a popular science journal, The Chinese Scientific Magazine (Gezhi 
huibian), and organized a contest that solicited and awarded the best essays on science 
and technology across the country between 1886 and 1893.  
 After China lost the first Sino-Japanese war of 1894–1895, Fryer shifted to a 
radically different endeavor. In the war’s catastrophic aftermath, Protestant missionaries 
became increasingly frustrated by the futility of their efforts to fundamentally impact 
Chinese governance mechanisms with the gospel of modern science and technology. In 
the larger scheme of international power struggles, China’s defeat was unavoidable, but 
missionaries were quick to blame China for being culturally backward and unwilling to 
change. According to Benjamin Elman, the American Methodist Young J. Allen (1836–
1907), was the first to cast the blame for the defeat on the “three evils of Chinese 
society”: opium, foot-binding, and the civil service examination. The examination system 
served for centuries as the virtually singular process selecting Chinese literati for careers 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
12 Theodore Huters, Bringing the World Home…, 100-120; Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of the 
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13Ferdinand Dagenais, editor. The John Fryer Papers, Vol 2, 2010, Guangxi Normal University Press, 2.	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in public service. Allen argued that the formulaic structure and ossified reading 
requirements for the exam rendered Chinese literati incapable of learning new 
information that missionaries were trying to disseminate.14 Fryer soon followed suit and 
initiated a new kind of essay contest, this time, inviting works of fiction depicting the 
atrocities caused to Chinese society by opium, foot binding, and the civil examination 
system:  
In my opinion, nothing is more capable of touching people’s feeling and of transforming 
social conditions than novels…. Now I would like to invite all those Chinese who wish 
their country prosperity to write new and interesting fiction, so as to throw light on the 
harms of the three problems and find ways to get rid of them. Writers of such fiction are 
expected to present a case and make a point. Their themes are expected to be developed 
chapter by chapter and eventually woven into a systematic whole; so the reader’s heart 
will be touched and reader’s strength will be directed to the course of solving the 
problems.15  
 
The missionary triad “opium, foot-binding and the examination system” rapidly 
garnered the status of China’s anathema in the eyes of Chinese intellectuals, and the 
connection Fryer drew between new novels and eradicating these three practices was 
reiterated by the likes of Liang Qichao, the late Qing reformer and proponent of new 
fiction.16  
 This invitation to write new novels did not just steer Chinese literature in new 
thematic directions. It also established a definition of literature’s function in society that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
14Benjamin A. Elman, “The China Prize Essay Contest and the Late Qing Promotion of Modern Science” 
[Prepared for the 7th Conference on “The New Significance of Chinese Culture in 21st Century” held at 
National Taiwan University December 28-31, 2003]. 	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16Hanan mentions that Liang Qichao’s first discussion of fiction is a 1897 article on primary education 
published in Shiwu bao 18. In this essay Liang listed opium, foot-binding and the examination system as 
desirable subject matters for new fiction. In Chinese Fiction of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 
Centuries, 78. 	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survived until the post-Mao era. As we can see from Fryer’s call for essays, literature was 
seen to function by stimulating an affect that in turn creates an effect: as the reader’s heart 
is touched, he is propelled to action. Fryer wasn’t speaking metaphorically here: he 
believed that literature is grounded in sympathetic resonance. This belief in the power of 
vernacular fiction was emblematic of Protestant thought, especially since the mid-
nineteenth century.  
From its inception, the Reformation emphasized two intertwined essentials in 
order to distinguish Protestantism from the Catholic Church. Embodied in the dictum of 
sola scriptura, Protestant Christianity underscored the vernacularization of scripture, and 
the rejection of materiality. The vernacularization of scripture facilitated the 
unprecedented production and dissemination of religious texts all over the world. The 
rejection of materiality resulted from privileging the written word, and was manifested in 
myriad forms —from re-interpreting the Eucharist as symbolic to abolishing ritualistic 
elements of worship such as removal of iconic images from churches. By the nineteenth 
century, literacy came to stand as the ultimate mean for achieving moral progress through 
the reading experience (Scheleiermacher’s hermeneutics was key in this respect). This 
process, that Webb Keane entitled: “entextualization,” involved a universal view of 
language as a powerful truth vehicle, independent from particular cultural or geographical 
context. Entextualization enabled Protestant thought to circulate via textual forms such as 
the catechism, written confessions, prayers, scriptures and interpretations of scripture17. 
To this list—especially as it pertains to the activities of by far the widest missionary 
projects in Britain and the United States—we should add modern fiction.  
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Tracy Fessenden shows how in the late 18th century American reading primers for 
children began to advocate “quiet discipline” instead of corporeal punishment. The ideal 
of quiet discipline taught children how to self-discipline, in order to achieve moral 
progress and individuation as a so-called free agent. In these primers, the practice of 
reading became fundamental for developing means of self-governing. This shift in 
educational practices anticipated the 19th century’s social resistance to corporeal 
discipline manifested in anti-slavery narratives such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Beyond the 
content level of narrative resistance to violence, the new model of reading as self-
discipline facilitated the belief in the power of fiction to instigate emotional change 
followed by action for achieving social change (a novel could bring about the end of 
slavery, for example)18.             
Comments on Fryer’s essay contests in journals such as the Chinese Recorder 
expressed a direct link between realist fiction, social change and the auspices of Christian 
faith:    
The immense influence for good that a well written story can exert over the popular mind 
has been often exemplified, but perhaps never more fully than in the case of ‘Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin’. The value of that one work and the beneficial results it achieved in 
awakening popular opinion against slavery cannot perhaps be too highly estimated. What 
China now wants, among many other things, is a story or series of stories of the same 
thrilling description, true to the life, exposing the great evils that are everywhere rampant, 
and which the government is either unable or unwilling to counteract…The prize story 
scheme started by Dr. Fryer is calculated not only to open the way for the achievement of 
this object for the nation at large, but at the same time to produce a series of books that 
may be of service in educational work. There is a demand for well written and 
entertaining stories of a Christian tone, as reading books, which may also without 
hesitation be placed in the hands of our native converts, or the pupils in our mission 
schools to fill up profitably their leisure hours.19  
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The wish that the writer expresses here— to instigate a social revolution in China 
by inspiring a local Uncle Tom’s Cabin—demonstrates the extent to which an American 
Protestant “culture of sentiment20”, gave rise to the mission of exporting the effect of 
“true to life” fiction to the colonial world. Demarcating the boundaries of the American 
emotional territory, the culture of sentiment was conceived as a “Christian” feeling that is 
also universal and human and detached from denominational affiliations. As such it was 
possible to extend the culture of sentiment from the national into the foreign, thus 
reinstating the boundaries of the national community.21  
Uncle Tom’s Cabin played an interesting role in modern China. The book was 
first translated into Chinese in 1901 by the notable translator Lin Shu (1852–1924). 
Published under the title, The Black Slaves’ Plea to Heaven (Heinu  yutianlu), the novel 
was an overnight success yielding three subsequent editions in three years and a popular 
theater adaptation in 1907. Recent studies concur that the translation demonstrates a 
rigorous effort to sweep away all Christian connotations, from biblical teachings to 
Christian sentiment, and replace them with implicit parallels between stateless black 
slaves and potentially stateless—as victims of international imperialism—Chinese.22 This 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
20Amy Kaplan, “Manifest Domesticity”, American Literature, 1998, 70(3): 581. 	  	  
 
21Tracy Fessenden, Culture and Redemption… 96–97. David Morgan who studied the discourse of 
sympathy in missionary photography has shown how the idea of sympathy deeply informed the American 
Colonization Society and its settling of free Blacks and former slaves in Liberia and Sierra Leon: “For 
northern writers in favor of Colonization, sympathy did not mean longing for tolerant coexistence, but the 
urge to do justice to Blacks by giving them their own national body, which Whites hoped would resolve the 
otherwise intractable problem of racial difference” in David Morgan, “The Look of Sympathy: Religion, 
Visual Culture, and the Social Life of Feeling”, Material Religion, 2009, 5(2): 137-8.  
 
22Martha P. Y. Cheung “Cong huayu de jiaodu chongdu Wei Yi yu Lin Shu heyi de Heinu yutianlu” 
[Rereading Wei Yi and Lin Shu’s translation Heinu yutianlu through discourse analysis],  2003, Zhongguo 
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suggestion that a translation could neatly sift out  “Christianity” from “national 
sentiment” strikes me as problematic because it is premised on the assumption that 
religion and nationalism are two separate entities. If anything, American Black 
Protestants from fictional Uncle Toms to historical thinkers such as W.E.B Du Bois have 
demonstrated the exact opposite. Scholars agree that Lin Shu’s translation pioneered 
literary projects of arousing national sentiment among Chinese readership, in response to 
a pervasive missionary discourse on Chinese inborn apathy and callousness. Whether 
these studies attribute the national sentiment to an international “pain alliance” between 
Chinese readership and Black slaves (Michael Hill) or to a lack of faith in the redemptive 
power of love (Wen Jin), the Christian source of literary sympathy as a force of social 
change in the 19th century is not taken under consideration, nor the fact that in the 
original Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Black Christian slaves emanate sympathy by and through 
their “plea to heaven”. Commenting on her own work, Stowe herself pointed to 
sympathy, the ability to feel with the other’s feelings, as a powerful force of resonance 
more present in the black race. It is up to Anglo-Saxon Christianity, she argued, to aspire 
to hone this capacity which yields a binding of the national community:   
Considering those distinctive traits of [the black] race, it is no matter of surprise 
to find almost constantly in the narration of their religious histories, accounts of visions, 
of heavenly voices, of mysterious sympathies and transmission of knowledge from heart 
to heart without the intervention of the senses, or what Quakers call being ‘baptized in 
spirit’ of those who are distant23.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
fanyi 24, no. 2 (March): 15–20; Michael Gibbs Hill, Lin Shu, Inc.: Translation and the Making of Modern 
Chinese Culture, 2013, New York: Oxford University Press; Jin Wen, “Sentimentalism’s Transnational 
Journeys: Bitter Society and Lin Shu’s Translation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin” Modern Chinese Literature and 
Culture, 2014, 26(1): 105–136. 	  
23Harriet Beecher Stowe, The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1968, New York: Arno Press, 35.  	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Stowe’s elaboration of the active function of sympathy helps us understand 
something about the reception of the novel in China as well as about Fryer and his 
collaborators’ vision: to nurture the capacity of sympathy as a function of social action 
through emotionally stimulating fiction on contemporary life. Much has been written on 
the prevalent view in 19th century that the Chinese inherently lack the ability of what 
Adam Smith, who first popularized the idea of sympathy as the foundation of moral 
development in 1759, termed: “fellow feeling”24. Haiyan Lee provides the only detailed 
treatment of sympathy in modern Chinese literature, in a chapter entitled The Problem of 
National Sympathy (2007). Revisiting the pioneering works of fiction dealing with the 
problem of “national character” in China-- Lu Xun’s Preface to Call to Arms, Medicine 
and The True Story of Ah-Q, Lee submits that  
Modern Chinese literature was born as a discourse of lack that portrayed 
grassroots society as unfeeling and that envisioned the mission of literature as a 
sentimental project—to make Chinese feel for and identify with one another as 
conationals by replacing kinship and locality-based identities with universal, sentiment-
based identities…And it was precisely on this discourse of lack that modern Chinese 
literature was founded and its mission defined by its founding fathers and mothers: to fill 
the arid Chinese hearts with love and sympathy, to make them identify with each other 
and feel for each other’s pain, and to galvanize the ‘sheet of loose sand’ into a 
community of sympathy.25  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
24Most famous in canonizing this discourse globally was the missionary Arthur Smith’s best seller Chinese 
Characteristics first published in 1894, very close to Fryer’s essay contest in 1896. In a chapter entitled: 
“The Absence of Sympathy” Smith argues that the Chinese, as a race, biologically lack certain nerves that 
enable fellow feeling. In addition, the Chinese who routinely suffer famine and poverty have become 
accustomed to endure so much hardship that they have become immune and desensitized to the pain of 
others, even their own countrymen. For a detailed genealogy of the missionary discourse on Chinese apathy 
see Eric Hayot, The Hypothetical Mandarin, 2009, Oxford University Press.   	  	  
 
25Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China 1900–1950, 2007, Stanford 
University Press, 222, 254.     
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Lee’s analysis assumes a causality between a sense of emotional deficiency and 
mobilizing social change26. This premise that lack functions as a positive motivator raises 
a few questions: how exactly did Chinese authors’ perceived emotional deficiency 
motivated the formation of a national community of feelings? How are emotions 
stimulated, and how does emotional stimulation lead to social change? And, most 
importantly, why is literature crucial for these endeavors? We simply cannot answer 
these questions without taking into account the long arm of protestant imperialism and its 
promotion of reading and writing as a technology for eliciting wireless transmission of 
emotions, as Stowe put it, “transmission of knowledge from heart to heart without the 
intervention of the senses.” Emotions in this sense impact the mind in a concrete way. 
The experience of reading, Protestant thought posited, stimulates an active notion of 
sympathy: communication of spiritual messages that literally binds together those who 
are distant with those who are close, as Zhao Zichen put it:  “This is how your personality 
grows and my personality is renewed; we share a mutual joy that is boundless”.  
 Whereas literary mediality has yet to be explored in relation to modern Chinese 
literature, scholarship on Chinese cinema is paying more and more attention to these 
questions. Bao Weihong’s most recent work on Chinese theories of cinema as an 
affective medium reveals a wide, intermedial context in which ideas of wireless 
communication and national community promoted art forms as transmitters. Republican 
era thinkers linked the function of cinema to that of ether, perceived in China as an 
omnipresent substance essential for the circulation of light and electro-magnetic waves 
until the 1940’s. Ether was introduced to China in the 1860’s by missionaries as part of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26Variations of this argument have impacted scholarly works on modern Chinese literature, from C.T 
Hsia’s coining of an idea of Chinese authors’ “Obsession with China” in 1971 until more recently, for 
example Jing Tsu’s Failure, Nationalism, and Literature: The Making of Modern Chinese Identity……	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their attempts to disseminate Western science. Engaging with science, Christianity and 
Buddhist thought, ether was popularized by political reformers such as Tan Sitong “as a 
material but also philosophical foundation for social cohesion, with its capacity to 
transmit thoughts across distance and create interconnectedness in a shared milieu.27” The 
1898 reforms leader Kang Youwei, whose failed attempt to fashion a Confucian state 
religion I discussed in chapter two, explicitly linked his experience of watching a magic 
lantern show, arousal of deep feeling of sympathy for the suffering depicted on the 
screen, to ether as a possible motivator of that affect. For Kang and later thinkers on the 
capacity of cinema to bridge wireless communication and affect, Bao submits,  
“Sympathy is not simply an internal affective capacity or experience by the biological 
and ontological locus of the heart but is also a manifestation of this overwhelming all-
pervasive medium.28”   
While Fryer and his commentator’s dream of a Chinese Uncle Tom “enlightening 
and Christianizing China” never came true, the understanding of national literature as a 
source of spiritually motivating strength survived. In China and in other colonial settings 
Missionary essay contests served as an important tool for instigating the rise of national 
literature. In India, the Alexander Duff missionary school in Calcutta conducted an 
annual essay contest that produced such winners as Lal Behari Day whose work I discuss 
in chapter five. Lal’s novel Govinda Samanta (1874) was touted as the first description in 
English of rural life in Calcutta and circulated widely, reproduced in more than ten 
editions. In Egypt, the missionary American University in Cairo conducted essay contests 
to encourage student’s original responses to lectures on ethical themes.  In 1949, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27Weihong Bao, Fiery Cinema: The Emergence of an Affective Medium in China, 1915–1945……138. 	  	  
 
28Ibid, 140. 	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American Presbyterian missionary Lucia Hammond Cozzens initiated a vernacular 
language essay contest in Cameroon, which received numerous responses from local 
youth.29 Examples are numerous and many of these competitions are still ongoing. The 
participation of foreign missionaries in the rise of national consciousness and national 
literature in the colonies or semi-colonies reminds us not only of the transnational stakes 
and influences of nation building and of the collaborative character that national revival 
assumed in the colonies, but also that we must reconsider the preconceived parallel drawn 
between the nation state, its literature, and the rise of secular consciousness.30    
From Sympathy to Realism 
In the two decades that followed Fryer’s call for new novels, Chinese literature 
underwent titanic transformation—from an unparalleled influx of translated foreign 
fiction to the rise of literature in vernacular baihua, which necessitated not only 
neologisms and grammatical changes but new narrative strategies, authorial voices, and 
aesthetic criteria. The ideal of socially reforming fiction that is “true to the life” matured 
as well and was instantiated as the overwhelmingly popular trend imported from Europe: 
realism. In his seminal study on realism in modern Chinese literature, Marston Anderson 
argues that realism appealed to Chinese authors because it promised to deliver the real 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29Murphy, Lawrence R, The American University in Cairo: 1919–1987, Cairo, Egypt: American 
University in Cairo Press, 51; Henry Efesoa Mokosso. American Evangelical Enterprise in Africa: The 
Case of the United Presbyterian Mission in Cameroon, 2007, Peter Lang Publishing, 29.  
30In Imagined Communities (Verso, 2001), Benedict Anderson famously argued that nationalism in effect 
replaced religion: “With the ebbing of religious belief, the suffering which belief in part composed did not 
disappear. Disintegration of paradise: nothing makes fatality more arbitrary. Absurdity of salvation: noting 
makes another style of continuity more necessary. What then was required was a secular transformation of 
fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning. As we shall see, few things were (are) better suited to 
this end than an idea of nation” (11). Literature in vernacular languages, i.e, modern and national literature 
came to replace the scriptures: “From this point on the old sacred languages-Latin, Greek, and Hebrew –
were forced to mingle on equal ontological footing with a motley plebeian crowd of vernacular rivals, in a 
movement which complemented their earlier demotion in the market-place by print-capitalism. If all 
languages now shared a common (intra-)mundane status, then all were in principle equally worthy of study 
and admiration. But by who? Logically, since now none belonged to God, by their new owners: each 
language’s native speakers- and readers” (72).     	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life of the lower classes through a scientifically objective perfect mimesis of reality. In 
Europe, realism arose in the 19th century, inspired by social Darwinist thought, hereditary 
theory, eugenics and environmental determinism: these doctrines informed the plot lines, 
character depiction and themes of writings by realist and naturalist authors. The notion of 
an objective, direct and full description of social reality inspired Chinese authors just as 
realism’s impact was waning in Europe. Chen Duxiu, the first chairman of the Chinese 
Communist Party (1879-1942), wrote in the influential journal New Youth (Xin Qingnian) 
in 1915 that science dominates all realms of life: in philosophy it is materialism and 
experimentalism, in politics it is eudemonism, and in literature and aesthetics it is realism 
and naturalism.31  
Yet the Chinese selection of realism as the preferred literary form of national 
literature poses a puzzle: why would a generation of authors throughout the 1920’s and 
1930’s adopt a mode of writing that painstakingly reveals the slow extinction of the 
weak, and the unavoidability of biological and social fate, to promote revolution and 
social change? How could a view of life that preaches biological determinism propel 
readers to action instead of simply discouraging them? In a recent effort to answer this 
question, Andrew Jones has argued that Chinese authors saw their task as “pushing the 
developmental process forward, of enlightening the nation so as to enable its movement 
up the evolutionary ladder of a ‘civilization’ (wenming) exemplified by the imperial 
powers of the West.”32 I would like elaborate on this important insight—specifically, I 
suggest that Chinese authors, alongside their pledged submission to the material objective 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31Chen Duxiu, “Jin ri zhi jiaoyu fangzhen”, [Today’s Educational Policy], Xin Qingnain, 1915 1(2).  
 
32Andrew Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese Culture, 2011, 
Harvard University Press, 10. 	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ideal of realism, never divorced the truth of life from the subjective and the spiritual. 
Modern literature’s commitment to save China was thus rooted in an encounter between 
developmentalist answers to the question of national inferiority and evangelist ideas on 
the sacred transformative power of the written word. This combination was responsible 
for the fact that religion became a decisive force in shaping realist portrayal.  
Marston Anderson has shown that modern Chinese realist narratives invite 
allegorical readings alongside the more overt objective representation of social reality. It 
was this combination of mimesis and allegory, he argues, that appealed to Chinese 
authors who borrowed a foreign European form to deal with a radically different social 
reality33. This is a convincing argument, but it should be expanded to explain how would 
the promise embedded in allegorical structures—to deliver a hidden truth—actually work 
to change society. Here is where the issue of literature’s function and functionality can 
help us: Chinese authors believed that literature moves beyond immediate mimesis not 
just by allegory, but also by actively creating connections, vibrations, and action. One of 
the more outspoken figures on literary communication was the prolific writer and critic in 
Zhou Zuoren.   
The Truth of Flesh and Spirit 
Zhou Zuoren was a central figure in the New Culture Movement and a founding 
member of the Chinese Literary Association. The association (on which I elaborate in 
chapter one) promoted realism as the ideal method for creating social revolutionary 
literature, and labored to create a “national language” (guoyu) for the fledgling national 
literature its members were beginning to produce. In 1918, Zhou Zuoren published one of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33Marston Anderson, The Limits of Realism…7.	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the milestone essays in modern Chinese literary criticism: “Literature for Humans”(ren 
de wenxue). The title, sometimes translated as “humane literature,” locates realistic 
depiction of human life at the center of the literary undertaking. Zhou urged Chinese 
authors to write about human life, condemning the supernatural narratives of “ghosts and 
demons” that first became popular during the Ming era (1368–1644). As many studies of 
this seminal text have noted, Zhou relied heavily on evolutionary theory to sketch a 
developmental vision of human progress. Less remarked upon, however, is the equal 
emphasis that Zhou gave to what seems to be the furthest thing from materialist science: 
the soul. This was Zhou’s definition of man, the single unit in the larger humanity, and 
one of the most cited parts of the essay:  
The human being that we want to deal with is not the so-called crowning piece of nature, 
or the “round skull, square footed” man, but rather the “human species, as it has 
progressively evolved from the animal kingdom”. There are two points of importance 
here: (1) the evolution has taken place from animal, and (2) man has progressed from 
animal…Expressed in other words, these two important aspects constitute the dual nature 
of man’s life: the spirit and the body… The animal nature and the divine nature jointly 
constitute man’s nature…What we believe to be the right way of life for mankind is 
precisely this life of unison of spirit and body. If we refer to man as having progressively 
evolved from the animal, it is nothing else but indicating in other words that in this man, 
spirit and body are in harmonious unison.34   
 
According to Zhou’s description, the truth of man manifests in two forms: man’s life is 
subjected to progressive evolution, and man embodies a perfect balance of body and soul 
(the term lingrou—here “body and spirit”—may also be translated as “body and soul”). 
The confluence of the animalistic (shouxing) and the divine (shenxing) is repeated 
numerous times throughout the text and foregrounds the primary task of “literature for 
humans”: to portray man’s progressive animalistic-divine life in order improve the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34Cited here from Ernst Wolff’s translation of “Humane Literature” in Kirk A. Denton (ed) Modern 
Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893-1945, 1996, Stanford University Press, 153–154. 	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mutual relations within humanity (gailiang renlei de guanxi). This idea of a unity of body 
and soul sheds light on the way in which Zhou chose to conclude this short essay, by 
defining being human as opening up to sympathetic transmission:  
Man is always mutually connected to mankind and vice versa (ren zong yu renlei 
xiangguan…bici yiyang). If a Zhang and a Li are suffering, and somewhere else a Peter 
and a John are suffering and if I maintain that it is a matter of no concern to me, then my 
indifference applies to all equally. If I maintain that it is of concern to me, then I am 
equally concerned in all cases. In detail, this means that although the Zhangs and Lis, the 
Peters and Johns, may have names and nationalities different from my own, they are all 
in the same way units of mankind, all equally endowed with emotions and natural 
dispositions. What one of them feels as pain must also be painful to me. As agony engulfs 
him, it engulfs me as well. Because mankind’s fate is one and the same, concerns over 
my own fate must also be anxiety about the common fate of mankind35.  
 
It is the task of writers of literature for humans to arouse mutuality in “recordings 
and studies of all questions concerning human life.”36 Zhou drew a direct connection 
between human life in its duality of matter and spirit, and literature’s igniting of mutual 
sympathy. In this way, he modified the missionary fantasy of “stories of a Christian tone” 
and opened the question of religion to a context that was introduced by Christian thought 
but moved beyond that into a more general idea on religion.  
In the years that followed the publication of Humane Literature, Zhou continued 
to develop these ideas. Serving as teacher and mentor to many influential authors such as 
Mao Dun and Xu Dishan, his triangulation of life-nation-literature was widely adopted. 
Zhou argued that if born in this era in China, one simply couldn’t identify with a strictly 
aesthetic point of view and must struggle to represent as well as impact life in one’s 
writing. The connection between literature and life goes back to the origin of the literary 
in ritual and divine worship. All art forms were born out of rituals, through which people 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35Ibid, 161. I modified Wolff’s translation slightly here.  	  	  
36Ibid, 155. Zhou perceived of mutuality as an effect of literary expression of humanity (rendao zhuyi), 
grounded in the understanding of life as animalistic and spiritual.   	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sought to come to terms with nature and impact their life by bringing rain or spring with 
prayers of song and dance. Although later literature developed as an independent 
endeavor, the sentiment that invoked the earliest artistic expressions—a desire to 
communicate with higher powers—sustained. Literature was born as a religious 
expression of the way humanity handled the question of life: even if modern science 
succeeds in dispelling religion, a fundamental religious spirit will always survive in art.37  
In 1922, Zhou Zuoren was appointed as chair of one of the first academic 
departments devoted exclusively to modern Chinese language and literature at the 
missionary Yenching University. The announcement of the appointment enthusiastically 
expressed hope that as a member of “the brilliant group who have been effecting the 
immensely influential ‘Literary Revolution,’” Zhou Zuoren will build a flourishing 
department that will benefit from his efforts to develop a “national language” in which 
“the ancient classical style is giving place to the more nervous, expressive, and easily 
mastered vernacular.” With Zhou Zuoren as department chair, Yenching was able to posit 
itself at the forefront of modern literature studies, translations and writing, alongside 
Peking University.38  
The idea that a similar emotional structure—a desire to understand life in its 
totality—lies at the heart of both religion and literature, inspired other authors who 
grappled with similar concerns. Mao Dun (茅盾 1896–1981), a fellow member of the 
Literary Association and an avid promoter of the life school, was inspired by Zhou 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37Zhou Zuoren. “Xin wenxue de yaoqiu” [The Demands of New Literature] Chen bao 1920, August 1. 
Cited here from Zhou Zuoren Sanwen Quanji 2009, Guangxi shi fan da xue chu ban she, vol 9. 206–210; 
“Zongjiao wenti” [The Problem of Religion] Shaonian Zhongguo 1921, 2(11) Cited here from Zhou Zuoren 
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Zuoren to read Yiddish literature for its unique realist portrayal of life. Touted to this day 
as the forerunner of naturalist and realist writing in modern Chinese literature, Mao Dun 
busied himself with finding means to depict life in the most accurate way. In 1922, 
merely a year before he became the editor of the most influential literary magazine of the 
day, Fiction Monthly, Mao Dun published the first comprehensive study of naturalism in 
China: Naturalism and Modern Chinese Fiction (ziranzhuyi yu zhongguo xiandai 
xiaoshuo).39 For Mao Dun, the scientific accuracy sought by naturalism was the best 
means to achieve perfect literary representation because it facilitated a deeper outlook 
into human life, a way to expose life from within. Interestingly, the best example of 
naturalist fiction, in his view was modern Yiddish realism.  A voracious reader of 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European literature and criticism, Mao Dun was 
especially interested in what was then termed, “Literature of Persecuted Peoples” (bei 
sunhai minzu de wenxue). This referred to literature written by authors from young, 
newly formed nations formerly oppressed by imperial powers, such as Poland or 
Hungary. When Zhou Zuoren introduced translations of Yiddish fiction and drama in Xin 
Qingnian, Mao Dun was immediately drawn to the writing. He soon read in English and 
Esperanto any Yiddish text that he could get his hands on. He translated short stories, 
poems, and plays and published two anthologies of Yiddish literature: A Collection of 
New Jewish Fiction (xin youtai xiaoshuo ji, 1924) and Snow Man (xue ren, 1928).  
Mao Dun’s choice to translate “Yiddish Literature” as “New Jewish Fiction” is 
telling, in that it testifies to his interest in this literature specifically because it was 
Jewish. Modern Jewish fiction and theater, he wrote, portrays human life with utmost 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39Shen Yanbing [Mao Dun], "Zi ran zhu yi yu zhong gup xian dai xiao shuo" [Naturalism and Modern 
Chinese Fiction ], Xiaoshuo yuebao 13, no.7  (July, 1922).  
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faithfulness. Mao Dun introduced the works of Franz Molnar, a Jewish Hungarian author, 
as an epitome of profound description of human life, penetrating beyond the surface with 
a scientific scalpel to depict the mysteries of the soul: 
Molnar is a realist author, but we cannot limit him within the boundaries of realism. His 
works weave penetrating observations with a divinely supernatural (shenhuan) 
imagination into one piece. He employs the methods of the scientist to break the surface 
of the skin of humanity and observes the true secret of its interior, while conceiving an 
eerie ghost world of nothingness with the mind of a mysticist. 40     
  
What was it that was so unique about New Jewish literature? Why was Mao Dun 
fascinated by its take on life? New Jewish writing, he wrote, portrays life with a center 
embedded in Jewish religion. This is a realism that moves beyond representation and 
facilitates sympathy in writing:  
In short, no matter if we focus on its ideas or on the aesthetics of performance, the 
development of New Jewish Drama has always been drawn to the domain of the mystical 
(shenmi). These authors do not settle for merely depicting a piece of life. They portray 
the sympathy (tongqing) for a trampled soul that rises again and again. Needless to say, 
this style of portrayal locates Jewish religious thought at its center.41 
 
The aesthetic possibilities that religion opened up fascinated Zhou Zuoren and Mao Dun. 
They modified literary realism to include the domain of the divine in order to portray life 
as a totality. But beyond the content of representation, both Zhou Zuoren and Mao Dun 
saw this domain as enabling a particular type of sympathy: an emotional response that 
instigates action, a sympathy (tongqing) that instigates resonance (gongming).  
The Power of Literary Realism 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40Shen Yanbing [Mao Dun], "Xian dai shi jie wen xue zhe lue zhuan" [Short Biographies of Modern World 
Authors],  Xiaoshuo yuebao, 15, (1924), 4.  
 
41Shen Yanbing [Mao Dun], "Xin you tai xi ju zhi fa zhan" [The Development of New Jewish Theater] 
Xiaoshuo yuebao 13, no. 1 (October 1922). Cited here from Mao Dun quan ji vol  31 (Beijing: Ren min 
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 I am very much aware of the tension that exists in this discussion between 
“religion” and its particular manifestations in the cases that I raised so far (Christianity 
and Judaism). Certainly, the term “religion” (zongjiao) was never an objective reference: 
it was introduced in China, the same as in Japan, via liberal Protestant framing of religion 
as the rational opposite to superstition—a realm of human interiority that embodies a 
potential of social cohesiveness. Propagating religion as a foundational trait of every 
civilized human society and pointing to a list of ten “authentic” world religions, liberal 
Protestant thought established the parameters of what could or could not be considered as 
religion42. But in this process of missionaries defining the meaning and realm of religion, 
local responses often deviated from missionaries’ intentions.  
 In China, the Protestant mission failed in the task of national conversion. Even 
renowned missionary colleges such as Yenching were much more successful in training 
social scientists than clergymen. Yet, and similarly to Japan and to other places like 
India, religion was simultaneously defined according and in contrast to Christianity. 
From the Chinese Christianity Indigenization Movement, Buddhist Revival, or Daoist 
Modernity, to the Japanese Shintō, the Pakistani Muslim National Revival and the 
Bengali Brahmo Samaj which famous global representative, Rabindranath Tagore, will 
be the focus of the next chapter— “religion” became important in the making of national 
culture because it delivered a certain epistemology, a mode of knowing life in its entirety. 
Religion provided means to approach the realm that cannot be perceived by direct 
observation. In the eyes of Zhou Zuoren, Mao Dun and others this realm was an integral 
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part of life just as much as the biology of the flesh because it provided a fuller 
understanding of what life means.  
The ultimate means for portraying life—literary realism— was thus reconceived 
to embody the truth of both the flesh and the spirit. This is not surprising considering that 
the conviction that literature can change society was rooted in the missionary admonition 
of the opium-footbinding-examination system. But it is nevertheless ironic that Protestant 
missionaries managed to plant the seeds for a radical shift in the way literature was 
conceived without actually converting many to Christianity. Missionaries believed that 
literature is an evangelizing tool more powerful than sermons, and they were right, except 
that in China, readers became evangelists for social change, not Christian faith. 
Nonbelievers such as Liang Qichao, Zhou Zuoren, and Mao Dun maintained that 
literature carried certain powers of instigating an emotional response in its readers. They 
related this power to the ability of literary realism to deliver the truth of life in its entirety, 
body and soul. They turned to religion to explain the function of literature both in 
representing this truth and in an operative sense, creating connections between reader and 
writer. Because realist literature is a literature of life, a bearer of man (ren), it is thus able 
to facilitate mutual relations among humans. Zhou Zuoren’s conviction that literature is 
an ultimate form of communication, able not simply to deliver a message but to create 
mutual responsibility among humans, was grounded in the idea of sympathetic resonance 
that Fryer first introduced. A mysterious power recognized by science yet not completely 
comprehended, sympathetic resonance embodied the appeal of literature as a means to 
invoke social action because it could break the referential boundaries between reader and 
writer, instigate emotion, cultivate mutuality and mobilize for social change.  
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Of the myriad actors in China’s literary circles who explored these ideas in their 
writing, those associated with the Christian Literature Society wrote with a particular 
sense of urgency that brought the representation of life, religious awakening and national 
salvation to a crescendo. In the next and final section, I return to the Christian Literature 
Society to demonstrate their development of the issues that Zhou Zuoren and Mao Dun 
explored. Their overt collaborations—in the form of Zhou Zuoren’s participation in 
Yenching’s activities, to state just one example—and the more subtle parallels in themes 
and method require us not simply to include the Christian Literature Society in the 
modern Chinese literary canon, but to challenge our very understanding of the rise of 
national literature in China and the role of religion beyond proselytization (something 
that can be measured in data and proven successful or not relatively easily). Liu Tingfang, 
Zhao Zichen’s collaborator in founding and leading the society presents a compelling 
case in this regard. 
These of My Own Flesh and Blood  
 Liu received his PhD in psychology and education from Teachers College at 
Columbia University in 1920. Upon returning to Yenching, where he taught during the 
1920’s and 1930’s, Liu focused on the affective responses of listeners to music and lyrics, 
and wrote about the ways this experience could be harnessed for national religious mass 
education. Less known is Liu’s strong commitment to producing national literature. As 
one of the more devoted members of the Christian Literature Society, Liu chaired a 
committee for collecting and publishing a national hymnal for Chinese Christians and 
was also a prolific poet. His poems demonstrate a profound engagement with questions 
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shared across China’s literary circles and merit attention as examples of national realist 
literature driven by religious sentiment.  
One of these poems, titled The Path-Seeker (xingluzhe) was published in Life 
magazine in Chinese in the early 1920s and an English version of it, most likely 
translated by Liu himself, is found in his personal papers, undated.43 In seven stanzas, 
The Path-Seeker narrates a Chinese believer’s personal crisis: on the one hand he sees 
himself as Christian, but at the same time he is pained by the atrocities inflicted upon his 
country in the name of the Christian church. Imbued with modernist-realist sensibilities, 
The Path-Seeker reads both as an account of an individual’s soul searching, and as a 
retooling of religious faith for a national agenda. The seven stanzas follow the 
protagonist’s journey in Shanghai, from his suffocating room to a church in the midst of a 
bustling city. Establishing a complex figurative world motivated by a dynamic of 
contradicting forces, ruptured temporality, and spatial movement, the Path-Seeker 
experiences a shattering moment of religious experience, which engulfs the reader as well. 
Since Liu Tingfang, like Zhao Zichen, used English and Chinese interchangeably in 
correspondence, scholarship, and in his creative writing, it is hard to determine which of 
the versions is a translation of which. For convenience sake, I refer to the English version.   
I 
Over the River’s Southland the Scepter of Midsummer heat held sway.  
No vagrant breeze touched the inn. 
From overhead came nerve-maddening music 
Which made the Path-Seeker show undeserved discourtesy to the philosopher he was reading. 
Finally he surrendered, passed out the door, walking-stick in hand.  
Once more he was swallowed in crowd of men and vehicles.  
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 The first stanza sets the stage for the dynamics that carry the entire poem: the 
Path-seeker is in his small room, reading in silence, as sudden, nerve maddening music 
disrupts him, and prompts him to action. Holding a walking stick, a common attribute to 
pilgrims in art and literature, he is then swallowed by Shanghai’s hustle and bustle. The 
two sets of oppositions enacted in this section—noise and silence, classical and modern 
(the latter epitomized in the opposition between the walking stick, which connotes 
wilderness, and the city’s rush)—continue into the second stanza.  
II      
Ever since coming to this catch-all of modern civilization 
The glittering panorama had tightened the knots of his heart, 
And spurred him to redouble his search, 
The search for the Saviour who once drank sorrow’s cup 
He who can save, one by one, human beings of flesh and blood- 
Where is he? 
Where is the one 
Who eases heavy burdens of heart? 
 
 The physical journey into the city triggers the inner journey of the heart. The 
maddening music and the neon lights prompt the sensorial experience of an alienated 
urban space, which then facilitates an emotional response and action: “spurred him to 
redouble his search.” The bustling cave, an oxymoron describing the city, is intensified 
by another seeming paradox: neon lights that create a sense of darkness and deepen the 
inner prison. This sensuously saturated depiction resonates with realist modernist trends 
that were introduced in China in the early twenties but became popular only a decade 
later. In his novel Midnight (Ziye, 1933), touted as the first naturalist novel in Chinese 
history, Mao Dun used this technique to describe Shanghai in the opening paragraph:  
Whenever a tram passed over the bridge, the overhead cable suspended below the top of 
the steel frame threw off bright, greenish sparks. Looking east, one could see the 
warehouses on the waterfront of Pootung [pudong] like huge monsters crouching in the 
gloom, their lights twinkling like countless tiny eyes. To the west, one saw with a shock 
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of wonder on the roof of a building a gigantic neon sign in flaming red and 
phosphorescent green: LIGHT, HEAT, POWER.44   
 
This famous opening employs the same mechanism we see in The Path-Seeker. Here, the 
sounds of the passing tram, the bright sparks, and the electric lights evoke an emotional 
response as well: a shock of wonder and a sense of an impending doom as the implied 
passerby gazes at the crouching “warehouse monsters.”  
III    
At last he has come upon the place! 
Here at the very core of a mad commercial center- 
Quietness and serenity! 
Green lawns (by their worth suggesting gold) 
And, in their midst, the red cathedral. 
Torturing heat stood at the gate and dared not enter; 
The waves of city-noise beat against the walls, only to retreat. 
At the altar fresh flowers, in quiet devoutness, 
Ministered to the Golden Cross. 
Many colored glass fragmented the tyrannical sunlight. 
Magnificent pillars, with united strength, upheld the dome 
In silent reverence, and added to the sense of depth. 
The Path-Seeker enters- scarcely three steps- falls instinctively on his knees. 
Making the sign of the Cross, he upraises the ten fingers of his joined hands 
(After the manner of his fore-father), saying, 
“Verily, this is my Father’s house of prayer!”  
 
 In the third stanza, the Path-Seeker arrives at the holy shrine: quietude amidst a 
storm, and a cool shelter from the sweltering heat. Here, too, we see how the visual 
descriptions are invested in sets of oppositions: the waves of noise are conquered by the 
walls of tranquility, the tyrannical sun succumbs to the glass windows. Interestingly, the 
process of conquering the outside noise and sun does not annul them completely. The 
meaningfulness of the sacred space is defined by a sensorial drama: the intensity of the 
noise waves as they retreat, the sunbeams as they are broken. The movement into the 
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church and the sacred space is a move into the self. The sense of depth that the shrine 
evokes deepens the process of soul searching, which leads to a spiritual awakening: this 
is my father’s house of prayer, I have arrived.  
IV   
With the silencing of the Chimes there arose the solemn anthem. 
From the side of the chancel came the call for worship: 
“Come, let us praise him! The Lord’s Name be praised!” 
After the Amen the solemn exhortation rang out, 
“Let us confess our sins” 
It was for this that the Path-Seeker had come, and so, from the bottom of his heart, 
With trembling voice he recited with the congregation: 
“Erred and strayed like lost sheep…No health in us…have mercy…” 
The confession ended. There came the change to tender words of remission and comfort. 
 
Peace! 
Lotion for bruises! Sweet dew for thirsty lips! 
At last the Path-Seeker has found his savior.  
Gone forever his burden of sins! 
His soul soars with the music of thanksgiving. 
His heart prostrates itself before the redeemer.  
  
 The fourth stanza intensifies the tension to the utmost degree: the Path-seeker 
seemingly reaches a spiritual climax; he joins the congregation in prayer, repents, and 
achieves comfort. This stanza, unlike the one before, is not embedded in internal 
oppositions; the chimes are silenced and the common prayer is the only sound heard. The 
reader will assume that the tension is resolved: the common prayer and spiritual elevation 
appease the conflictual experience of light and darkness, serenity and tumult. The reader, 
too, is expected to join in on this sentiment. But the poem does not end there, nor is the 
journey of the Path-Seeker completed. For in the next stanza, a radical temporal and 
spatial shift occurs.  
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V 
Suddenly his cup of soul satisfaction from his lips- shattered!  
For, what does he see? 
A poor rickshaw coolie, his feet blistered with five hours’ work, 
Stretching forth his hands (thin as winder twigs) 
Imploring coppers which should be his by right of labor and sweat- 
Only to be beaten with a fop’s cane till blood mingles with the sweat of his forehead… 
 
Again he sees: 
A group of innocent children standing on the soil of their ancestors, 
at the gates of the public park built by the brawn and muscle of their fathers, 
 
Longingly watching childhood pleasures denied to them. 
Excluded with them, yellow dogs… 
Once again he sees: 
Ancestral fields, one day a broidery of poppy blooms (their seeds from overseas) 
The next, a midnight grave-yard lighted only with the phosphorescent spirit-flame of 
innumerable corps 
Laughing hysterically and grinning, beckoning sick millions of coming victims… 
 
Once more: 
The Yuan Ming Yuan lying in ruins, paths overgrown with wild thistles;  
Lurking in the under-brush, a decoy-tiger closely followed by twenty-one wolves. 
 
Last of all- A flash! And the streets are flooded with blood-here and there broken bits of 
human bodies.   
 
 The fifth stanza effectively topples the balance that the previous stanza achieved. 
The pace of the poem that was formed as a linear progress from the room to the shrine, to 
the altar, is suddenly broken, to introduce a fragmented experience, a vision that ruptures 
the space and time of this journey. From the heights of transcendental spirituality, the 
Path-Seeker is thrown in a shattering instant into the reality of his fellowman. Rattled by 
the very sights he pushed out when he entered the church, the scenes of foreign imperial 
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domination come to him one by one: the laboring coolie, the public park to which 
entrance is forbidden to Chinese. The meaning of the social realm is thus conceptually 
overturned: we started from a typical modern flâneur scenario where urban alienation 
constructs a sense of individual interiority, but suddenly reality becomes completely 
embedded in the social, in economic exploitation and racial oppression. And, once social 
reality bursts in, it can no longer be segregated; it takes over the individual, dis-locates 
his own sense of space and time and turns historical events to catastrophes of biblical 
proportions. The red poppy blooms metonymic of the opium war transfigure into corpses 
by the multitudes, and the burning of the summer palace in an instant turns into rivers of 
blood and body parts evoking St. John’s Revelation apocalypse: “And the winepress was 
trodden without the city, and blood came out of the winepress, even unto the horse 
bridles, by the space of a thousand and six hundred furlongs…. And the third angel 
poured out his vial upon the rivers and fountains of waters; and they became blood”  
(14:20; 16:4). The delicate balance that the poet creates here between more general 
images of Christian scriptures and the concrete historical situation in China is striking. 
The poem, focused as it is on the individual journey of a Chinese soul in a Chinese city, 
locates religion not within the spiritual sublime but in the political, the national, and the 
corporeal. The Path-Seeker cannot escape his own heritage, and neither can the stirred 
reader. This is a moment of meaningful religious experience: that which connects the 
transcendental with the immanent, the personal with the national.  
VI     
The Path-Seeker can endure it no longer.  
Holding the Book of Common Prayer before his eyes to shut out the sight, he cries. 
“Ask me not to endure this!” 
I cannot come merely to seek the salvation of my one soul 
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And forget the gardens and fields developed by the hard labor of my forebears.  
I cannot leave in drowning floods and burning flames these of my own flesh and blood. 
Forgive me, Lord! I cannot bend my knees before the conquering banners of a foreign 
race. 
And say my prayers for the prosperity of an alien king! 
Was it all a mistake, Lord? 
This which I thought to be my father’s House of Prayer, 
This is the spiritual amusement-hall of a foreign race.    
 
 The sixth stanza impressively undoes everything the first four stanzas were 
building. This surprising turn of events betrays a crisis far more severe than that of the 
learned youth sitting in his room reading philosophy. It is here that we hear the voice of 
the Path-Seeker speaking his own words, not those of the congregation, not a common 
prayer. It is his personality that is changing: this crisis of faith reinstates faith and 
strengthens it. By refusing to seek the salvation of his one soul by worship in a foreign 
church, he is laying the ground for a Chinese church to come.    
VII   
Scarcely had he spoken these words when his eyes fell on something  
Still more startling: 
Surrounding the glorious Cross on the altar, written in crimson blood, 
This inscription- 
“In this Sign we conquer” 
But, to his infinite surprise, there was lacking the figure of the bleeding Saviour.  
He had gone! 
The Path-Seeker left his seat, passed to the vestibule in search of the verger; 
Eagerly he asked him, “Where has my Saviour gone?” 
The verger whispered brokenly in his ear:- 
“Still looking for the Saviour of Individual Souls? 
He is here no longer. 
Raise his name in aggression and He is gone. 
I have just seen Him, head bowed with grief, leaving this place.” 
To the Path-Seeker there came the picture of the Christ 
As once he passed to the mount of olives, to give his night to prayer; 
Eyes swollen with passionate weeping for the Jerusalem which he loved, 
His face marred with grief for His Fatherland.  
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 The final stanza of the poem brings the process described in the sixth stanza to 
completion, as the figure of Jesus disappears from the church. Here, Liu Tingfang 
appropriates the Disappearing Christ—a popular trope in Anglo-Saxon artwork on the 
ascension since the tenth century—to reclaim Jesus for China. As Jesus, like the Path-
Seeker himself, cannot bear anymore the burden of foreign encroachment, he exits the 
Church to go back to his own roots, to Jerusalem. Reading the end of this poem as tragic 
would be a mistake. The familiar attribute of Christ’s disappearance is employed here not 
as Western art has traditionally used it, namely, to symbolize the ascension45. Rather, 
Christ’s departure in this poem is a final scathing critique of colonial imperialism: Jesus 
leaves Western Christianity behind because of the atrocities it has committed in his name. 
His departure does not stand for divine transcendence but for an immanent grounding in 
the everyday political and national reality, which serves as the basis from which a new 
Christianity would salvage China. The sensorial kaleidoscope of horror scenes that 
engulfs the Path-seeker in the fifth stanza finally moves him away from his solitude in the 
beginning of the poem, to an alliance with “these of my own flesh and blood.” In this 
way, The Path-Seeker enacts the process for which realist literature was revered in a 
performative sense: the poem not only offers a depiction of the way sympathetic 
resonance works—arousing an individual emotional response that connects the  
individual to his fellows in the national community—but also attempts to reach out to the 
audience, recruiting them to join in the effort to rebuild the Chinese nation.   
The Union Hymnal: An Epilogue  
Though the average believer lacks the skills of the artist, when a sincere heart listens to a 
truthful expression, the sound and the heart resonate with one another. Music and song 
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are capable of fusing together, affecting, deepening and stirring. Sometimes they are even 
more powerful than sermons.46           
  
This short excerpt from a study titled The Chinese Believer and the Hymn by Liu 
Tingfang captures the communicative function that I have sought to highlight throughout 
this chapter. I mentioned earlier Zhou Zuoren’s writings on the earliest ritual sources of 
literature in songs of prayer and his argument that the emotional foundation that songs of 
prayer arouse in the listener resides in modern literature as well. In Liu’s discussion of 
hymns the referential boundaries are pushed once again: the sensorial motivation is 
extended beyond the senses and the heart (not the ears) listens and resonates 
sympathetically with the music. Liu’s analysis of how heart and music communicate with 
one another when one listens to a hymn frames the individual believer’s affective 
capacity as a means through which to spiritualize society at large. Liu wrote this essay in 
1932, almost a decade after he began to solicit hymns all over China to compose a 
hymnal. In 1936, The Union Hymnal (putian songzan), a group project that required 
sifting through over 2000 hymns submitted from all over the country, singing them, and 
choosing the ones that worked, was finally published. One of the 512 hymns published, 
hymn 444, authored by Liu himself, concludes with these words:  
Sitting amongst divine spring breeze as it turns to rain 
Anger, greed and wayward thoughts all vanish  
Faith strengthens/ love solidifies 
To nurture pure contemplation   
 
The benevolent sees benevolence, the wise sees wisdom 
The coward and the weak grow strong 
It takes ten years to grow trees/ but a hundred to cultivate men 
To create a nation of cedar beams47  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
46Liu Tingfang. “Zhongguo xintu yu shengge” [The Chinese Believer and the Hymn], Zhenli yu shengming  
1932, 7(2):10.   
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In Chinese, the verses demonstrate perfect rhymes, and the melody reflects the lyrics. 
Sung, this hymn sounds exactly like a Bach choral with original Chinese lyrics instead of 
Christian scripture. In hymn 444, as is usually the case in this musical form, the message 
is clear: praying and contemplating God will strengthen each individual, bind him to 
other individuals and, over time, build a strong nation. The lyrics manifest traditional 
Chinese idioms alongside biblical and theological allusions: a widely known Confucian 
proverb on the endurance needed for self-cultivation (shi nian shu mu, bai nian shu ren) 
changes into a Biblical house of cedar beams in the Song of Songs.48 The idea that the 
cultivation of the self leads to a unified state is a Confucian rhetoric dating to the days of 
the master himself. The metonymy of the Lebanon cedar—the strongest, most illustrious 
tree mentioned in the Bible—standing for the cultivated Confucian is yet another 
example of how the Christian Literature Society appropriated Judeo-Christian elements 
into Chinese tradition in attempt to design a national religion.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47Liu Tingfang. Jin zhumen qiang ge [In God’s Name Youths Together Come] in: Hymns of Universal 
Praise, 1936, Shanghai: The Christian Literature Society of China, 475. The music was composed by 
China’s foremost music teacher of the period, S.A Chiu Woo.  
48According to the Hanyu Da Cidian, the source for the Chinese proverb is the Guanzi:《管子·权修 第三
》：“ 一年之计，莫如树谷；十年之计，莫如树木；终身之计，莫如树人。一树一获者，谷也；一
树十获者，木也；一树百获者，人也。我苟种之，如神用之，举事如神，唯王之门。Song of Songs, 
A17: “Behold thou art fair my beloved, yea, pleasant: also, our bed is green, the beams of our house are 
cedar and our rafters of fir”. 	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Figure	  2:	  Hymns	  of	  Universal	  Praise,	  1936,	  Shanghai:	  The	  Christian	  Literature	  Society	  of	  China,	  courtesy	  of	  The	  
Burke	  Library	  Archives,	  Columbia	  University	  Libraries,	  Union	  Theological	  Seminary.	  
Hymns, if compared with the fiction or poetry I looked at throughout this chapter from 
Christian Philosophy to The Path-Seeker, are one of the least subtle forms of literature 
one can think of (in fact, defining hymns as literary texts is problematic since hymns are 
not meant to be read silently). Nonetheless, The Union Hymnal seems appropriate for 
tying together several important issues. Attempting to depict a locally Chinese religious 
experience and touch the listening heart in voice and word, the hymnal demonstrates the 
idea of sympathy that was threaded throughout the rise of modern literature since 1896. 
Still used in Chinese churches today, the Hymnal stands as the most enduring success of 
the Christian Literature Society. Published a year before the Japanese attack on Beijing 
and the cessation of formal courses of study at Yenching, it also marks the unofficial 
termination of the literature society’s activities and the beginning of the end for the 
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indigenization movement that ceased activities in 1941. Yet, the decline of the 
indigenized Chinese church and its literary society did not mark closure of the discourse 
regarding literature’s efficacy. The notion of sympathetic resonance remained prevalent 
during the 1920’s and 1930’s and branched out further and further away from its original 
roots. The following chapter examines the development of literary sympathy which 
paralleled a perceptual shift in the relationship between religion and literary expression.  	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                                               CHAPTER FOUR 
“What is revealing there in the East?” Rabindranath Tagore and The 
Rise of Relational Poetics  
 
In the meanwhile I go to China, in what capacity I do not know. Is it as a poet, or as a bearer of 
good advice and sound common sense?  
                                                                —Tagore to Romain Rolland, 19241 
 
By the early 1920’s, a global “Tagore craze” had profoundly swept Chinese literary 
circles. Rabindranath Tagore’s (1861–1941) poems were first translated into Chinese by 
Chen Duxiu in 1915, and published in New Youth magazine. Tagore was the first foreign 
author to be given such a privileged position in a New Culture Movement publication. 
Between 1915 and 1929, more than ninety writers and critics translated and wrote about 
Tagore in over 350 essays published in various newspapers and journals. Five different 
publishing houses published eighteen of his books in over thirty-one editions.2  
Tagore eagerly waited to tour China. In 1916 he visited Japan, where he 
scathingly criticized the legacies of the Meiji restoration, explicitly pointing to a logic of 
“survival of the fittest” manifested in the country’s acquisition of modern weaponry and 
tightening state regulation of the population. Titled “Nationalism in Japan,” Tagore’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Rabindranath Tagore, letter to Romain Rolland, February 28(?), 1924. Cited in Fakrul Alam and Radha 
Chakravarty (eds), The Essential Tagore, 2011, London: the Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
186, 117. 	  	  
 
2These figures are mentioned in Yang Mengya, “Taigeer fanghua yu ershi jishi zhongguo wentan” 
[Tagore’s Visit to China and the Chinese Literary Circle in the 1920s], Zhongzhou xuekan ], 2006, 154 (4): 
212–16. For a detailed list of translations of Tagore’s work into Chinese including translations and 
publication venues see Zhang Guanglin, Zhongguo ming jia lun Taigeer [Chinese Famous Writers on 
Tagore], 1994, Zhongguo Huaqiao Chubanshe,  Tagore], 1994, pp. 205–230. 	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talks pressed upon Japan to check what he saw as moral and cultural bankruptcy: “What 
is dangerous for Japan is not the imitation of the outer features of the West, but the 
acceptance of the motive force of Western nationalism as her own.”3 His message was ill 
received and Tagore left Japan heavy hearted.4 One moment in the Japan tour merits 
particular attention. This was a moment when Tagore posited China and India in contrast 
to Japan’s embrace of Western admiration of science and materialism:  
The lamp of ancient Greece is extinct in the land where it was first lighted, the 
power of Rome lies dead and buried under the ruin of its vast empire. But the 
civilization, whose basis is society and the spiritual ideal of man, is still a living 
thing in China and in India. Though it may look feeble and small, judged by the 
standard of the mechanical power of modern days, yet like small seeds it still 
contains life and will sprout and grow, and spread its beneficent branches, 
producing flowers and fruits when its time comes and showers of grace descend 
upon it from heaven. But ruins of skyscrapers of power and broken machinery of 
greed, even God’s rain is powerless to raise up again; for they were not of life, 
but went against life as a whole—they are relics of the rebellion that shattered 
itself to pieces against the eternal.5 
 
Such were the beginnings of Tagore’s idea of a pan-Asian spiritual front that could stand 
as an alternative to Western materialist thought. Delivering these talks as the Great War 
roared in Europe, Tagore’s speech assumed a prophetic tone, contrasting “life” to “death” 
and “China and India” to “the West and Japan”—the latter of which Tagore blamed for 
abandoning their very nature and joining a “machinery of greed.” 
 Eight years were to pass before Tagore actually arrived in China, still stinging 
from the Japanese response to his message and committed to advancing his view of a 
“Spiritual East” that India and China could lead. The letter cited in the epigraph reveals 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3Rabindranath Tagore, “Nationalism in Japan” in Nationalism, Renaissance, 2004 [1917], 49. 
 
4For an elaborate description on Tagore’s Japan experience in relation to his following visit in China see 
Stephen Hay, Asian Ideas of East and West: Tagore and His Critics in China, Japan, and India, 1970, 
Harvard University Press.	  
 
5Rabindranath Tagore, “Nationalism in Japan”….41. 	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Tagore’s excitement, but also his anxiety, as expressed in his uncertainty regarding 
whether he was to serve as a poet or a messenger. His hesitation raises an obvious, almost 
rhetorical question: could the two roles be set apart?   
This chapter takes Tagore’s visit as a point of departure to explore the role that 
the political and poetic exchange between Tagore and Chinese thinkers and poets played 
in facilitating the perception of literature as a vehicle for social change in the 1920’s. This 
exchange, I argue, had three different yet interrelated aspects. First, Tagore’s promotion 
of a Sino-Indian spiritual alliance added new dimensions to the discourse on life in 
China, by equating the distinction between “science” and “life” to that between “East” 
and “West.” As early as his Nobel speech in 1913, Tagore promoted an ideal of a 
spiritual Asia rising to counter a morally bankrupt material West that was consumed by 
industrial greed and blind to the dehumanizing effect of capitalist production. “It is the 
East in me which gave to the West,” he said in that speech.  “For is not the East the 
mother of spiritual Humanity and does not the West, do not the children of the West 
amidst their games and plays when they get hurt, when they get famished and hungry, 
turn their face to that serene mother, the East?”6 This vision of Eastern spirituality—an 
idea Tagore evoked repeatedly in various forms throughout his career— inspired, as 
much as enraged, China’s intellectual circles.  
Second, Tagore’s appeal for a Sino-Indian alliance contributed to a shift in the 
understanding of the connection between religion and life. While the previous chapters 
have identified the imperialist reach of Protestant thought as first introducing the notion 
that the truth of life should be sought in the spiritual, the response to Tagore’s writing and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6Rabindranath Tagore, “The Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech” in Alam and Chakravarty (eds), The 
Essential Tagore...186.	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presence moved the meaning of religion in a new direction. From a theological 
understanding of religion as grounded in faith, Chinese poets began to conceive instead 
of “religion” as outside Judeo-Christian frameworks, as a connection between man and 
the universe enabled through poetic expression. These new ideas on the function of 
religion and literature evolved in dialog with modern fiction, drama, poetry and religious 
thought from India that key literary figures such as Chen Duxiu, Zheng Zhenduo, Wen 
Yiduo, Xu Zhimo, Wang Tongzhao, and Xu Dishan introduced in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Tagore’s theory of literary sympathy deeply inspired the May 4th generation. Authors and 
poets such as Mao Dun, Guo Moruo, Wang Tongzhao, Xu Zhimo, Zheng Zhenduo, and 
Bing Xin drew upon his writings to grapple with the relationship between literature and 
society. Focusing on the poetics of Xu Zhimo and Bing Xin, this chapter continues the 
discussion on the communicative function of literature and identifies the formation of 
what I term “relational poetics”— poetry motivated by the act of communication. First, 
however, it is important to say a few words about the context in which Tagore arrived in 
China, both in print and in person.  
The Global Tagore 
Between 1913—when Tagore famously won the first Nobel Prize ever given to a non-
Western author—and 1930, Tagore was one of the most popular and widely read authors 
in the world. Arguably the “first international literary celebrity,”7 with followers in 
Europe to the United States and Latin America, from East Asia to Africa and the Middle 
East, his poems were read, his plays performed, and his presence desired. Tagore traveled 
widely, touring the United States, Asia, and Europe, visiting multiple cities and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7Fakrul Alam and Radha Chakravarty, The Essential Tagore…xx. 	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delivering sold-out talks.8 Tagore’s popularity stemmed from his reception in Europe and 
the United States as the representative of an Indian religious and cultural renaissance, a 
revival of the spirit in an industrializing world. In a recent study, R. John Williams argues 
that since the 1893 Chicago World Exhibition, the Western world has turned to Asia as 
means to cope with the aftermath of the industrial revolution and the ensuing urban and 
technological alienation, particularly, fear of the machine. According to Williams, Asia 
served as a utopian haven in the American imagination from mechanical progress—a 
locus of an innocent past long gone, epitomized through artworks and literature.  
The insights that Williams brings to bear upon what was truly an unprecedented 
impact of Asian literature and artwork on a global scale illuminate how capitalism and 
technological prowess redefined the relationship between America and Asia on the 
cultural level. I would complement his China- and Japan-focused analysis by 
highlighting, in addition, the importance of India in shaping a discourse of “the spiritual” 
in the West. Such a step compels us to broaden the stakes of the argument to include the 
changing role of religious thought in the secularizing world of late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century.  Indeed, one of the most attended speeches in the World’s Columbian 
Exposition was given by Swami Vivekananda, who represented Hinduism in the 
Parliament of World Religions. Identifying himself as the son of India, “mother of 
spiritual humanity,” Vivekananda predicted a global religious revival, an awakening to 
“the great central truth in every religion, to evolve God out of man.”9 The emphasis on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8Tagore famously charged 700$ per lecture which for which was criticized in American media, in 
particular. Through these earnings Tagore was able to fund his school in Santiniketan and his university 
Visva-Bharati.  
 
9Swami Vivekananda, “Second Speech at the Parliament of World Religions”, in: Lakshmi Niwas 
Jhunjunwala, The World Parliament of Religions, 1893, 2010, Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 102.   	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the mutuality between God and man— perceived as the ubiquitous presence of the divine 
in every aspect of life— converged nicely with American Protestants’ focus on bringing 
the religious to impact social reform, and paved the way for the colossal success of 
Tagore in the US in the early twentieth century.   
The pervasiveness of religious sensibilities in Tagore’s poems and lectures, 
buttressed by his distinguished hair and beard, turban and white robes, invoked 
associations of biblical prophets and the Christian savior.10 Several Christian revival 
projects in Britain and the US were openly inspired by his works. In her essay on 
Tagore’s impact on the suffragist Clara Colby, Kathi Kern mentions that by taking 
Tagore to stand for a mystical East capable of assuaging a spiritually impoverished West, 
“Colby took her place in a long line of Americans—from Transcendentalists to Martin 
Luther King Jr.—who in conversation with Indian writers, philosophers, and spiritual 
leaders, collaborated on essentializing a powerful, persistent idea of Indian Spirituality 
and its potential to transform the West.”11 W. B Yeats, who was close with Tagore and 
wrote the introduction to the first English translation of his work Gitanjali in 1912, 
attributed to Tagore the capacity to bring English speaking readers back from their 
modern secular existence into a connection with God. “We had not known that we loved 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10See for example, William O. Shepard, “Christianity and the New Orient”, The Methodist Review, 1914, 
30(5):718. The author describes the response to Tagore’s work in American Christianity: “His [Tagore’s] 
life, as well as his poetry, breathes the purest and most essential spirit of Christianity. With all of this, he is 
unmistakably and without qualification an oriental…It is perhaps not too sanguine a hope that the life and 
poetry of Rabindranath Tagore may prove prophetic of the great religion of all mankind in future years…It 
becomes also an interesting evidence that in the deepest and most abiding things of the spiritual life the 
West still finds that it has something to learn from the East. For this wide spread enthusiasm among 
Christian readers for the poetry of a Brahman Priest has already passed far beyond the stage of the cult… 
the astonishing thing is that this singer whose religious life has been built upon the Vedas and the 
Upanishads, does nevertheless speak with manifest authority and immediate appeal to the Christian mind.” 
 
11Kathi Kern, “Spiritual Border-Crossing in the U.S Women’s Rights Movement”, in Leigh E. Schmidt 
and Sally M. Promey (eds), American Religious Liberalism, 2012, Indiana University Press, 165.	  	   
	   137	  
God,” he asserts, “until we read Tagore. India has discovered the spontaneous soul, the 
divine that we lost touch with and is offering it to us here, through its literature.”12  
Tagore was cognizant of the appropriation of his work by Christian thinkers. He 
was also keenly aware of the orientalist construction of “eastern religions.”  He once 
warned the Chinese philosopher Feng Youlan in 1921: “Buddha said: this world is an 
illusion. Did he mean that we have no need for this world? This is merely a mistaken 
Western understanding of Buddhism. Westerns don’t get Buddhism. They think that if 
they spent a few years in India they have it all figured out.”13 Nonetheless, Tagore used 
the vast exposure he received to voice his criticism of the modern idea of the nation state 
as fundamentally immoral. The motivation behind the doctrine of nationalism, he argued, 
was imperialism and the exploitation of other civilizations. Tagore repeatedly identified 
the nation as a machine, against which life stood in creative cultural opposition. Though 
an avid critic of colonialism and advocate of India’s independence, Tagore could not help 
but see the idea of the Indian nation as a dangerous flattening out of cultural 
complexities, and a further tightening of state control over the population.14   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12W.B Yeats, “Introduction”, in Gitanjali, 1912, Macmillan, xx.	  
 
13Feng Youlan. “Conversation with Tagore of India”, 1921, Xin chao 3(1). Cited here from Chen Song,  
Wu si qian hou dong xi wenhua wenti lun zhan wen xuan [Selections from the Eastern Culture/Western 
Culture Controversy Before and After the May 4th], 1989, Zhong guo shehui kexue chu ban she, 404. I took 
some liberty with this translation. The verbatim translation would be: “This is where you rely on a mistaken 
Western interpretation of Buddhism. Westerns don’t understand (dong) Buddhism, like that British Mrs. 
Bys Davis, who studied a few years in India and that was it”. For an illuminating comparison of the 
different political countenance Tagore assumed when lecturing in India in and in Europe and the United 
States, see Amartya Sen, The Argumentative Indian: Writings on Indian History, Culture, and Identity, 
2005, Picador, 89–120. On the ongoing obscuring of Tagore’s politics in Euro-American media see 
Michael Collins, “History and the Postcolonial: Rabindranath Tagore’s Reception in London”, 1912–1913, 
The International Journal of the Humanities, 2007, 4(9): 71–83. 	  	  	  	  
 
14See for example Rabindranath Tagore, “Nationalism in India” in Nationalism, 1917, McMillan, 95–131.   	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In his seminal The Nation and Its Fragments (1993) Partha Chatterjee explains 
the distinction modern Indian thinkers drew between “Western Materialism” and 
“Eastern Spirituality” as the epistemological drive fueling anti-colonial nationalism. This 
distinction between East and West dictated a specific “formula” for self-strengthening: it 
learned from Western “materialist” achievements in statecraft, science and technology 
but nurtured Eastern “spiritualism”—a cultural identity epitomized in local religious 
traditions, craftsmanship, and artwork.15 This “Western materialism” vs. “Eastern 
spirituality” framework resembles ideas promoted by the Chinese Self-Strengthening 
Movement (zi qiang yundong, 1861–1895) around the same time. The Self-Strengthening 
Movement advocated employing a framework of “Chinese essence, Western function” 
(zhong ti xi yong) to reform the government to meet diplomatic and military challenges. 
The movement’s stark failure to install a constitutional monarchy, escalating in the 
bloody aftermath of its proposed reforms of 1898, made Tagore’s message of Eastern 
exceptionalism particularly volatile in China, when he finally conducted his long awaited 
tour.16   
The Emotional Giant 
On April 12, 1924, the date Tagore disembarked in Shanghai, large crowds waited 
to welcome him upon his arrival. During his two-month stay, Tagore toured every major 
city in China, delivering lectures and meeting with authors and poets. Escorting him and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments, 1999, Oxford University Press, 3–14. For a genealogy 
of the dichotomy of Eastern spirituality vs. Western materialism in modern India beginning in the mid-
nineteenth century and ending in the late 1930’s see Andrew Sartori, Bengal in Global Concept History: 
Culturalism in the Age of Capital 2008, University of Chicago Press, 111–117, and Stephen N. Hay, Asian 
Ideas of East and West, 14–26.     	  	  
 
16For more information on Chinese understanding of Tagore’s Eastern Spirituality as another form of 
zhong ti xi yong see Zhang Guanglin, Zhongguo ming jia lun Taigeer [Chinese Famous Writers on Tagore], 
1994, Zhongguo Huaqiao Chubanshe, 187–204.	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serving as his translator was the poet Xu Zhimo (徐志摩 1897–1931), one of the leading 
poets of the May 4th period. Upon returning from studies at Cambridge University in 
1923, Xu had founded a literary society in Beijing named Crescent Moon Society (xin 
yuepai 1923–1933). The name was drawn from Tagore’s collection of poems by the same 
name, which was translated into Chinese in the same year by Zheng Zhenduo. An avid 
admirer, Xu Zhimo was quite possibly the most active host during Tagore’s visit. In 
addition to interpreting for the poet, Xu staged and performed Tagore’s play Chitra and 
contributed extensively to a special Tagore issue published by Fiction Monthly in 
preparation for the visit.17 A prose poem Xu published in this Tagore issue, Sunrise Over 
Mount Tai (Tai shan ri chu), describes watching the sunrise at the peak of Mount Tai in 
Shandong province. During the experience, the speaker suddenly has a vision 
(huanxiang) of being joined by Tagore, whom, while not referenced directly in the text, is 
identified by Xu Zhimo in his introduction to the poem. At the very moment when light 
penetrates darkness, the imagined encounter dramatically commences:  
Then, inside the vast sea of clouds, 
Alone I stood on that small island, enveloped in dim mist 
As suddenly, a strange dream was taking shape:  
My body spread boundlessly, 
The mountain peak below me was nothing but a pebble  
There stood a giant, draped in flowing hair 
His beard billowing in the wind like a black flag, 
Flapping and floating 
 
Erect stood the giant on the tip of the earth 
Facing upward, towards the East, 
His long arms open wide— 
Hoping, greeting, urging,  
Quietly calling out,  
Worshipping, praying, crying  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17Xu Zhimo also adopted an Indian name, Susima, given to him by the poet. On the close relationship and 
lasting friendship between Tagore and Xu Zhimo see Tan Chung, “Telepathy between Rubidadda and 
Susima: A Geo-civilizational Perspective,” In Tan Chung et al., Tagore and China, 2011, Sage 
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Shedding warm tears of joy and sorrow that I have admired for so long  
 
These tears are not trickling down for nothing 
This silent prayer will not go unanswered  
The giant’s finger is pointing eastwards— 
             What is there, what is unfolding there, in the East? 
             The East is filled with splendid beautiful colors  
             The East is a light infinitely bright  
             It has shined; it has arrived here at last 
 
The peak of Mount Tai, one of the most sacred mountains in Chinese history, 
served as the location for the offering of the Feng and Shan sacrifices by the Emperor. It 
is a quintessentially Chinese location, imbued with cultural and historical significance. 
Xu’s invocation of Mount Tai as the location for a poetic encounter establishes the ideal 
scenario for a fantasy of growth. At the moment that the giant appears the speaker’s body 
becomes boundless; his being is transformed into something higher and vaster at the 
moment of encounter. Here, the giant’s presence, in effect, enlarges the presence of the 
lyrical speaker. This description of Tagore as a mysterious giant with long black hair and 
a beard joins a plethora of similar references to the poet’s so-called mystical appearance. 
Dressed in long white robes and bright-eyed, photographs of Tagore were featured on 
most of his poetry books and circulated globally in the late teens and early twenties. The 
cover of the special Tagore issue in which this poem is published (figure 1) is a case in 
point. The image resembles Tagore’s description in this poem: his face draped in long 
hair and beard looks like a blank slate, with his facial features immobile. The viewer is 





















Figure	  3.	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  (Song	  Offerings),	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Macmillan	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Emotional intensity is the key to understanding the greatness of the giant in this 
poem. Hoping, praying, waving his hands and crying, the giant is motivated by an 
emotional outpouring of joy and sorrow. It is the giant’s emotional capacity—expressed 
outwards in the tears that do not trickle down for nothing, and inward in the prayer that 
will not go unanswered— that brings the sunlight to shine upon the earth. This focus on 
emotional intensity—a theme that characterized Xu Zhimo’s poetical oeuvre—has earned 
Xu’s inclusion in what Leo Oufan Lee termed “the Romantic Generation of Modern 
Chinese Writers.”18 In 1922, Xu published an English-language diatribe on the Chinese 
literature of his time, blaming authors for turning their backs on real life for the sake of 
worshipping realism, naturalism, and Western material thought. Putting aside Xu’s 
culturally essentializing admonition of the entire corpus of Chinese literature (an 
admonition that was not uncommon to his generation), his thesis, “we Chinese have no 
art because we have no life” is worth revisiting. Xu explained “life” as an understanding 
of “man as a spiritual as well as physical being.” On the basis of this understanding, Xu 
instructed his fellow authors: “enrich, augment, multiply, and above all spiritualize your 
life and art will come of itself.”19 
While Xu’s understanding of life echoes the Chinese Christianity indigenization 
movement’s critique of evolutionary theory, his use of the term “spirit,” instead of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, 1973, Harvard University Press. 
In this pioneering study on alternatives to May 4th developmental realism, Lee discusses the birth of an idea 
of a poetic persona, which poets such as Xu Zhimo and Guo Moruo worked hard to attain, by equating 
themselves to famous foreign alter egos such as Byron and Shelley, or in Xu’s case, Tagore. 	  
 
19Xu Zhimo, “Art and Life”, in Kirk Denton, Modern Chinese Literary Thought…175.	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more direct “religion,” suggests a diversion. In Art and Life Xu distinctly ties sentiment 
to spirit—one defines the other.  The poetic giant prays in such sentimental fervor that he 
unleashes a cascade of colors and lights upon the world. But he is not praying to God. His 
face is turned upward and eastward and it is the “East” that he is both praying to and for. 
This is a song of prayer completely devoid of divine presence. In God’s stead, the ideal of 
a spiritual prayer grounded in emotional intensity enlarges the two poets—metonymic of 
two Eastern civilizations—ad infinitum. The poem continues with a long description of 
the thick clouds making way to the strong, warm light, and draws to an end as the sun 
shines fully: 
Sing, praise, this is the revival of the East (dongfang de fuhuo)!  
It is the victory of light20! 
 
The emotional prayer, to which the speaker joins in promise that tears are not shed in 
vain, brings forth the sunrise that is the revival of the East— clearly a reference to the 
Sino-Indian cultural alliance that Tagore envisioned.  
 The trope of light was ubiquitous in the 1920’s as well as the 1930’s, and assumed 
different meanings, from rational enlightenment’s (qimeng) shedding of the veil of 
tradition, to the promise of a hopeful dawn after decades of foreign oppression in Chinese 
cinema and drama. In reference to Tagore’s writing, Chinese critics often employed light 
imagery to discuss the poet’s impact on his readership. Zheng Zhenduo, for example, 
defined Tagore’s poetry as “a light shining forth the truth of human life.”21 Light is a 
prevalent trope in Tagore’s poetry as well, especially in the collections which were 
translated in to English around 1913. The first page of Gitanjali reads: “The light of thy 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20Xu Zhimo, “Tai shan ri chu” [Sunrise Over Mount Tai], Xiao shuo yue bao	  1923, 14(9): 1-2.  
 
21Zheng Zhenduo, “Huanying Taigeer” [Welcoming Tagore], Xiaoshuo Yuebao, 1923, 14(9): 2. 	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music illuminates the world” and the word “light” in its various uses—from sunlight and 
candlelight to the light of reason, the light of a smile—appears sixty-one times in this 
slim volume of a hundred and three short poems.22 In Sunrise Over Mount Tai, light 
symbolizes a very specific function: hope for a mutual East in which the two poets stand 
unlimited, enlarged by their sentiments to shine the light of the East—the one and true 
sunlight—upon the world. Sentiment thus serves here not simply to enlarge and connect 
the two literary giants (Xu Zhimo’s quite obviously self-promotes here), but it is an 
active force predicting a particular light which is an Asian revival. This notion of the East 
rising came to stand at the center of the controversy that surrounded Tagore’s visit.  
The timing of Tagore’s China tour contributed to the concerns his visit raised 
among several leading intellectuals. Tagore arrived in China as the debate on science and 
the question of life was beginning to wane. As discussed in Chapter One, the debate was 
arguably the most famous philosophical dispute in modern Chinese history. Far from a 
narrow scholarly sword clashing between two schools of thought, the debate touched 
upon fundamental questions concerning the fate of the nation: what is the best way to 
handle social divisiveness and ideological bankruptcy, how much should China borrow 
from the West, and most importantly, should the meaning of life in modernizing China be 
defined in strictly objective, biological terms or should spiritual and subjective concerns 
be incorporated?  Through reading Zhao Zichen’s Christian Philosophy, I showed that 
the limits of the debate extended further than the volume that canonized thirty responses 
to the attack launched by Zhang Junmai in February of 1923. Rabindranath Tagore’s 
1924 visit should also be viewed as an important part of the science and life deliberations.       
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
22Rabindranath Tagore, trans. Gitanjali [Song Offerings], 1913, Macmillan. 	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Invited to China by Liang Qichao, Tagore’s critique of science and materialism 
added fuel to an already blazing fire in China. “Life” was one of the central tropes in 
Tagore’s creative writing and speeches. Already in his 1916 Japan speeches Tagore 
depicted India and China as preservers of a spontaneous free movement of life, in 
contrast to the industrialized West, where life was stifled by mechanized production. 
Tagore’s call for a mutual alliance of “Eastern brothers”—a plea which he made again 
and again in his China speeches— fell on especially sensitive ears. Accusations were 
thrown at Liang Qichao for conspiring with Zhang Junmai to bring Tagore to China so 
that the science opponents could have the last word in the debate.23 If the debate on 
science and the question of life began as a domestic national controversy, Tagore’s 
arrival redefined the stakes of the argument by locating the distinction between a 
positivist developmental understanding of life and a vitalist, spontaneous one, as a 
distinction between “East” and “West.”  
In his speech welcoming Tagore, Liang Qichao mused over the historical 
relationship between China and India. His words disclose a deep resonance with Tagore’s 
positioning of East vs. West: 
Over a period of 700 or 800 years, we [China and India] have lived like 
affectionate brothers, loving and respecting one another. And now we are told 
that, within recent years, we have at last come into contact with the civilized (!) 
races. Why have they come to us? They have come coveting our land and our 
wealth; they have offered us as presents cannon balls dyed in human blood; their 
factories have manufactured goods and machines which daily deprive our people 
of their crafts.24 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23Zhang Guanglin, Zhongguo ming jia lun Taigeer…192; Sisir Kumar Das, “The Controversial Guest: 
Tagore in China”, China Report, 1993, 29(3): 242.  	  	  
 
24Liang Qichao, “Yindu yu zhongguo wenhua qinshu de guanxi” [The Cultural Kinship of China and 
India], Chenbao fukan, 1924, 98(1–2). Cited here in English translation from: Rabindranath Tagore, Talks 
in China…5, 17–18, 21.   	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The connection Liang makes in this passage between capitalist production and bloodshed 
aligned with Tagore’s view of Western imperialism, yet also made it more concrete than 
Tagore’s equation of mechanization with death of the spirit. With his vivid examples of 
cannon balls dyed in blood and mechanized means of production are framed not simply 
as threatening the human spirit but practically rendering human beings redundant. In this 
way, Liang added important historical and regional dimensions to the science and life 
debate. The essays in the debate otherwise remained largely abstract, using rhetoric, 
philosophy, and theory to argue their point. Tagore’s visit and his unabashed 
proclamation of “the East” as the spiritual solution to a global crisis enabled Liang 
Qichao to raise the problem of life in a historical and political context:  Do we want to 
adopt our oppressors’ creed? India, Liang concluded, offers us a different possibility:  
If we can avail this occasion to renew the intimate relationship which we had in 
India and to establish a really constructive scheme of co-operation, then our 
welcome to Rabindranath Tagore will have real significance.25 
 
But what was this possibility, exactly? What type of co-operation did Liang 
envision? Neither Liang nor Tagore himself provided a concrete plan of operation. 
Indeed, the historical fate of a Sino-Indian alliance was dire, particular if one looks to the 
survival of this idea in the decades after Tagore’s visit. In the 1930s, connections between 
Indian politicians and cultural giants such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Rabindranath Tagore 
and the Chinese national government tightened in response to the threat of Japanese pan-
Asianism, which located the Asian answer to Western imperialism exclusively in 
Japanese military and territorial supremacy and leadership. Yet, as Brian Tsui has 
recently shown, the ramifications of the Asian alliance that Tagore’s visit first put on the 
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table were few and far in-between, and consisted namely of cultural exchange trips 
between the two countries and the formation of a few Sino-Indian research institutions. 
The premise underlying these regional collaborations, Tsui argues, was “the idealist 
language of negating spiritual malaise under Western-dominated industrial civilization 
that facilitated the convergence of the Chinese and Indian nation-building projects and 
concealed their clashing priorities.”26 As short-lived and politically underwhelming as it 
was, the connection with the GMD might offer a partial answer to the important question 
Amartya Sen recently raised: why has the volume collecting Tagore’s speeches in China, 
which was published in English in India upon his return, never been translated to 
Chinese?27 The answer, perhaps, lies in the lack of a concrete action plan—something 
neither Tagore nor his Chinese supporters such as Liang Qichao ever supplied.  
Addressing Chinese youth in universities and assembly halls, Tagore persistently brought 
“life” to bear upon the problems of the modern era, yet his message, always purposefully 
non-prescriptive, was often perceived as apolitical, abstract, and metaphysical. To state 
one example:     
When an organization, which is a machine, becomes a central force, political, 
commercial, educational, or religious, it obstructs the free flow of inner life of the 
people and the waylays and exploits it for the augmentation of its own power. 
To-day such concentration of power is fast multiplying on the outside and the cry 
of the oppressed spirit of man is in the air which struggles to free itself from the 
grip of screws and bolts, of unmeaning obsessions. The impertinence of material 
things is extremely old. The revelation of the spirit in man is truly modern: I am 
on its side, for I am modern…If you want to reject me, you are free to do so. But 
I have my right as a revolutionary to carry the flag of freedom of spirit into the 
shrine of your idols—material power and accumulation.28  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
26Brian Kai Hin Tsui, China’s Forgotten Revolution: Radical Conservatism in Action, 1927–1949, PhD 
Dissertation, 2012, Columbia University, 216. 	  	  
27Amartya Sen, “Tagore and China”, in Tan Chung, et.al. Tagore and China…4.  	  	  
 
28Tagore, Talks in China…31– 33. 	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Tagore’s self-proclaimed revolution enraged several leading Chinese intellectuals, 
especially the Marxists. Chen Duxiu blamed Tagore for deluding China’s youth with 
abstract resistance to progress, which could reinstate old institutions that the May 4th 
movement struggled to leave behind. We already have enough confusion and 
meaningless discussions of “spirituality,” Chen admonished. “Thank you very much, 
Tagore!” he concluded, “Go back to India! We have enough freaks here in China as it 
is!”29  
 Qu Qiubai (瞿秋白 1899–1935), leading figure in the Chinese Communist Party, 
poet, and prolific literary critic, was a bit more restrained in his wording, though no less 
critical. Qu’s objections were the following: Tagore objects to the idea of the nation state 
and raises India as an exemplary country—a non-nation— that preserved its own 
inheritance in the face of Western materialism. But India is a British colony, Qu pointed 
out, and Indian troops actively assist British colonialism by maintaining order here in the 
Shanghai foreign concessions. The “nation state” is an abstract concept to Tagore. If one 
wants to object the nation state, one must fight its foundation: the class system. Tagore 
advocates going back to non-mechanical technologies but he offers no plan to organize 
resistance to the British rule among the Indian peasants. His “harmony of east and west” 
will never come true without class struggle. “Thanks, Tagore” Qu concluded in similar 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
29Chen Duxiu, “Taige er yu dongfang wenhua” [Tagore and Eastern Culture], Zhongguo Qingnian, 24, 
1924 (4), April. Cited here from Chen Song, Wu si qian hou dong xi wenhua wenti lun zhan wen xuan 
[Selections from the Eastern Culture/Western Culture Controversy Before and After the May 4th] 1989, 
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vein—albeit a little more subtle then his comrade—“We have enough Confuciuses and 
Mencuises here in China as it is.” 30  
Alongside leftist critics who viewed Tagore as a misleading abstract thinker 
lacking class consciousness were those who focused on the “East vs. West” framework in 
their evaluation. Hu Shi faulted the binary distinction between the East and West. One 
can find material thought in the East, as well as spiritual elements in Western cultures, he 
argued; every civilization has both. Beware of listening to a handful of Western 
philosophers’ embrace of old Eastern ways, he warned.31   
Taking Tagore to task for his “abstract resistance” to modern progress was a 
widespread phenomenon outside China as well. Tagore’s scathing critique of the colonial 
project was obscured in Euro-American media, and went unacknowledged by his Chinese 
critics as well. Neither mentioned Tagore’s involvement in the resistance to the 1905 
partition of Bengal, or his renouncement of the knighthood granted to him by the British 
Crown after the failure to prevent the partition. Tagore was an avid believer in the 
potential of modern science to improve traditional education and the quality of life in 
rural India. He vehemently objected to Gandhi’s call to reinstate the weaving loom as a 
symbol of resisting the modern West. Yet, the poet’s framing of the nation state as 
mother of all imperialist evils earned his politics a cold reception in places such as 
England and the United States, and heated protest in Japan and China. Lu Xun, in his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30Qu Qiubai, “Taigeer de guojia guannian yu dong fang” [Tagore’s View of the Nation State and the 
East”], Xiang dao, 61, 1924, April 16. Cited here from Chen Song, Wu si qian hou dong xi wenhua wenti 
lun zhan wen xuan [Selections from the Eastern Culture/Western Culture Controversy Before and After the 
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31Hu Shi, “Women dui yu xiyang jindai wenming de taidu” [Our Approach Towards Western Civilization], 
1926, Xianfai pinglun, 4(83). Cited here from Chen Song, Wu si qian hou dong xi wenhua wenti lun zhan 
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typical sarcastic manner, blamed Tagore’s fans for turning his visit into an empty 
spectacle:       
These past two years, according to my knowledge, four famous authors visited 
China. First of them, is of course, the world renowned Tagore, aka “Zhu         
Zhendan.” What a shame it was that those Indian-hat-wearing “Zhendans” turned     
this [opportunity] into a complete mess, until [Tagore] himself could not make 
head and tail of it all, and left.32  
 
“Zhu Zhendan” was Tagore’s Chinese name, given to him by Liang Qichao, and 
meaning: “The Indian Chinese” (zhu meaning India in classical Chinese and zhendan 
being an old Indian name for China). By “Indian-hat-wearing Zhendans” Lu Xun was    
referring to the poets Xu Zhimo and Lin Huiyin, who escorted Tagore and famously wore 
turbans during his entire visit to show their admiration. Such gestures, Lu Xun argued, 
idolized Tagore and made him into a living God (huo shenxian). This, Lu Xun concluded, 
was why the youth ultimately turned their backs on Tagore and ignored the fact that the 
poet had, in fact, critiqued colonial subjugation.33 	  
Whether it was his status as a celebrity or as a dangerous spiritualist, Tagore’s 
failure to engage with his audience on a meaningful level disappointed him, and the 
backlash his lectures received—escalating to the point of flyers denouncing him being  
distributed at several of his lecture venues—made his departure from China a bitter one. 
He commented upon leaving:  
Some of your patriots were afraid that, carrying from India spiritual contagion, I 
might weaken your vigorous faith in money and materialism. I assure those who 
feel thus nervous that I am entirely inoffensive; I am powerless to impair their 
career of progress, to hold them back from rushing to the market place to sell the 
soul in which they do not believe.34    
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32Lu Xun quan ji, vol. 3, 1957, Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 251.  	  	  
33Ibid, 469. 	  	  
 
34Rabindranath Tagore, Talks in China… 119–120. 	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“In their relatedness”: Poetics of Sympathy  
 
Therefore when a poet sees the vision of a girl in April, even a downright materialist  
is in sympathy with him.35 – Rabindranath Tagore 
 
Though the idea of a Sino-Indian alliance grounded in “Eastern Spirituality” 
failed as a viable political project, Tagore’s call had a lasting impact on Chinese poetry.  
The Republican era’s engagement with national salvation through literary emotional 
stimulation was enriched and complicated by Tagore’s presence. Chinese poets embraced 
Tagore’s work because of its engagement with emotional stimulation, a topic that cultural 
leaders from Liang Qichao to Mao Zedong saw as the gateway towards social 
mobilization. As discussed  above, Xu Zhimo wrote about the rising East as the 
awakening of an emotional fountainhead. After all, it is the porous emotionality of the 
giant as he prays and cries that makes the sunrise signify the revival of the East. “We 
welcome, Tagore,” announced Xu Zhimo, “because his personality (renge) can help us 
develop our sympathy (tongqing) and loving heart (ai xin).”36 By 1924, terms such as 
“personality” and “sympathy,” which were central to Tagore’s thought, significantly 
informed deliberations over how to understand life and what role literature ought to play 
in society. As the primary sentiment for stimulating communicational vibrations among a 
reading community, sympathy would serve as a spiritual foundation for a modern society.    
 For Tagore, the problem of modern life manifested itself in the irreconcilable 
contrast between the unprompted organic human and the automatic pace of the assembly 
line. Tagore firmly believed that lived experience could ameliorate the omnipresence of 
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the mechanical only through art. These ideas were captured in many of his writings. 
Among them, a lecture series titled Personality originally delivered in the United States 
was translated into Chinese in the early 1920s and cited by many who wrote on Tagore:  
The darkness of the cave has yielded its stillness to man’s soul, and in exchange, 
has secretly been crowned with the wreath of art. Bells are ringing in temples, in 
villages, and populous towns, to proclaim that the infinite is not a mere emptiness 
to man. This encroachment of man’s personality has no limit, and even the 
markets and factories of the present age, even the schools where children of man 
are imprisoned and jails where the criminals are, will be mellowed with the touch 
of art, and lose their distinction of rigid discordance with life. For the one effort 
of man’s personality is to transform everything with which he has any true 
concern into the human. And art is like the spread of vegetation, to show how far 
man has claimed the desert for his own.37 
 
The emphasis on personality as the locus of everything human on the one hand and on the 
infinity of life on the other hand is enabled through “the touch of art.” Like the spread of 
vegetation, the human creation is natural. In it lays the true movement of life. In one of 
his talks in China, Tagore used an example to describe how man’s personality works 
through art, “to transform everything with which he has any true concern into the 
human.” What if an alien from outer space was to visit earth and hear the sound of a 
human voice on a gramophone, Tagore asked. This alien can only see the revolving disk, 
and so at first he might accept “the impersonal scientific fact of the disc as final—the fact 
that could be touched and measured.” The alien would wonder, however, how could it be 
that he is moved by this music? How is it possible for a machine to speak to the soul? Say 
the alien would choose to pursue this mystery, Tagore continues, and would be able to 
meet with the composer. The alien would immediately grasp how music functions as a 
personal communication: “there is a message conveyed through the magic touch of 
personality” that cannot be measured by objective means. Even if the personality remains 
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invisible, such as in the case of the disk, or the book—the music and the words speak 
directly to the heart.38  
In the previous chapter, I traced the first appearance of the conviction in the 
powers of modern realist literature to spiritually transform its reader to the 1896 fiction 
essay contest organized by the Protestant missionary John Fryer. Held in sites of imperial 
encroachment around the world, missionary essay contests promoted fiction writing as a 
miraculous endeavor. Similar to the way that reading the scriptures was supposed to 
produce a sense of connection to the great beyond, so too was the spiritual message of 
literary texts believed to ignite a sympathetic resonance between authors and readers that 
would propel the latter to action. Tagore’s use of sympathetic resonance, as we can see in 
his elaboration of the “alien” example, diverged from the Anglo-American Protestant 
concept by not sanctifying the act of silent reading. Instead, Tagore emphasized the 
sensorial experience of the listener. Focused not on fiction but on poetry, a major part of 
Tagore’s view of sympathy was embodied in the tangible aspects of consuming art. Like 
the bells ringing in temples, Tagore believed that poetry reverberates. His vision departed 
in another fundamental way from the missionary ideal of connecting individuals to form 
a united national community of fellow-feeling. Instead, Tagore envisioned trans-regional 
collaboration. For Tagore, literature and art presented the means to achieve a world 
transformation. “In Asia we must unite,” he repeated throughout his China tour. “Not 
through some mechanical method of organization, but through a spirit of true sympathy.”  
Contrasting sympathy to mechanical organization, Tagore envisioned the East mediating 
human life on a universal scale: “Let the awakening of the East impel us consciously to 
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discover the essential and the universal meaning of our own civilization,” he urged his 
listeners. “To remove the debris from its path, to rescue it from the bondage of stagnation 
that produces impurities, to make it a great channel of communication between all human 
races.”39 Though his Chinese interlocutors didn’t adopt the cultural alliance model that 
Tagore promoted, several authors and literary critics engaged deeply with the possibilities 
of spiritual brotherhood. As we saw in Sunrise Over Mount Tai, the emotional range that 
motivates the giant hinges upon his prayer. Through their interpretations of the role of 
religion in Tagore’s poetry, several influential Chinese poets and literary critics 
constructed a view of literature as connecting man to the universe and humanity onto    
itself.       
A New Meaning for Religion 
Tagore’s figurative use of temple bells to express art’s resonance in and effect 
upon the world reveals a window to the role that religion assumed in his larger theory on 
the function of literature. As trope, theme, and structural device, religious spirituality is 
threaded throughout Tagore’s poetic and political oeuvre. More importantly, for my 
concern here, it also features prominently in Tagore’s reception around the world. In 
China, the first introduction of Tagore in the second issue of New Youth written by Chen 
Duxiu, highlighted the author’s abundance of religious sensibilities:  
Tagore, contemporary Indian poet, proponent of the Eastern Spiritual Civilization 
(dong yang zhi jingshen wenming), Nobel Prize Laureate, renowned in Europe, 
viewed by Indian youth as an advanced thinker (xian jue). His poetry abounds in 
ideals of religious philosophy (zongjiao zhexue zhi lixiang).40  
 
Chen’s rather vague and curt description of Tagore’s “religious philosophy” referenced a  
certain pliability that “religion” carried, globally, at the beginning of the twentieth 
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century. As the separation between church and state delegated a role other than 
governance to religion, the concept of religion became, as we have seen in the previous 
chapters, simultaneously identified with Christianity, but also distinct from it. It was this 
pliability that enabled Yeats in his introduction to Gitanjali  in 1912 to proclaim that 
Tagore brings us back to the God we didn’t know we loved, without once mentioning the 
words “Christianity” or “Jesus Christ.”  
 On the other hand, American Christian circles, as discussed earlier in this chapter, 
were able to adopt Tagore as the reincarnation of Jesus Christ. Several American 
publications invoked Tagore alongside Henri Bergson and Rudolph Eucken as a religious 
poetic response to the moral devastation wrought by mechanized modernity:  
There are no preachers nor writers upon spiritual topics, whether in Europe or 
America, that have the depth of insight, the quickness of religious appreciation, 
combined with the intellectual honesty, and scientific clearness of Tagore…He 
writes, of course, from the standpoint on the Hindu. But, strange to say, his spirit 
and teaching come nearer to Jesus, as we find him in the Gospels, than any 
modern Christian writer I know. He does for the average reader what Bergson 
and Eucken are doing for scholars; he rescues the soul and its faculties from their 
enslavement to logic-chopping. He shows us the way back to nature and her 
spiritual voices…He opens up the meaning of life. He makes us feel the 
redeeming fact that life is tremendous, a worthwhile adventure.41     
 
This trio of Bergson, Eucken, and Tagore made its way to China as well. In one of the 
longest, most in-depth analyses of Tagore to be executed by a May 4th writer, Wang 
Tongzhao (王統照 1897–1957) argued:  
Although Tagore is not an advocate of any specific philosophical theory or ism, 
the way that he seeks spiritual life (jingshen de shenghuo) and strives for the 
force of creation, resembles the principles of the philosophy of Bergson and 
Eucken. We know that Tagore modified Indian philosophical thought in 
accordance with the present era. And yet, the core of Tagore’s thought remains 
distinctly Indian, and has not been adjusted by outside influence.42  
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The subtle distinction that Wang Tongzhao makes as he cautions the readers not to 
simply equate Tagore to Eucken and Bergson is important. By emphasizing the Indian 
“core” of Tagore’s thought, Wang is responding to attempts to appropriate Tagore that 
were common in America and Europe. Instead of collapsing Tagore into a general, albeit 
Christian and Western idea of “religion,” as Chen Duxiu did, Wang offers a careful 
analysis of Tagore’s religious thought and its Indian origins:  
Religion in India is different by nature (xingzhi) from other religions. The 
definitions we always had for religion, though provided by different thinkers, all 
submit religion to the mystically divine (shenmi), and agree that religion means 
having only one faith. If we go back to the roots of this idea, it is an oppression 
of individual emotions and character and a subordination to a ruler (god). Like 
Muhammad and Jesus, other religions all manifest this important component. 
Only Indian religions are different. Already in antiquity, Indian religions did not 
believe in an omnipotent one God. While Indian religions advocated faith in 
many gods, the other [monotheistic] religions failed to recognize the divine in 
human personality (you shen de renge), and instead of nurturing human emotions 
and imagination, stifled them by subjecting them to the worship of the one.43    
 
Here, Wang suggests the need to move beyond the understanding of religion as 
monotheism, by and through reading Tagore. This invitation to turn to India to undo 
previous definitions of religions introduced by Western Christianity evokes a similar 
notion of pan-Asian connection: it is a call to develop a new terminology to engage with 
religion and life through trans-regional cultural affinities. For Tagore, Wang Tongzhao 
argued in the same piece, life itself is religion. He worships life. During his visit, Tagore 
was asked to speak about his own religion. Wary that he might be perceived as a 
missionary, Tagore was reluctant. Finally, he explained that religion, to him, is not 
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located in arguments but in realization, in the same way that a theory explaining what is 
light lies in a different realm than the actual perception of light.44   
Tagore’s focus on the realm of perception, on sensorial and emotional response 
names “religion” as that which cannot be explained by a doctrine but only sensed and 
experienced. “My religion essentially is a poet’s religion,” Tagore offered in response to 
audience questions in China. “Its touch comes to me through the same unseen and 
trackless channels as does the inspiration of my music.”45 Tagore’s notion of “The Poet’s 
Religion” appealed to Wang Tongzhao and other leading voices of May 4th poetry and 
criticism. Through his poetry, Wang explained, Tagore enlarges his personality and 
becomes one with the incessant flow of life. This experience, in turn, overtakes his 
reader. There is more to poetry than aesthetics, Wang argued. Poetry links the reader to 
the boundless universe, and links readers to one another. If philosophy teaches us how to 
think, literature teaches us how to feel: 
Once we thoroughly grasp this truth, as if it is burning in our mouths, we could then use 
the intensity of our emotional fervor, the light emanating from the flame in our hearts, to 
gasp in admiration, to volatize, to disseminate the pleasure (kuaiwei) I feel, so that others 
could, through writings and speech, unite their gratified soul (linghun) with my own self 
(ziwo).46    
 
The emphasis on emotional experience as the foundation for a religious outlook on the 
world offers a broader idea of religion than monotheism. Instead of limiting our thinking 
and feeling, true religious poetry brings us in touch with the universe. Broadening the 
concept of religion through Tagore, Wang suggested, will open up a whole register of 
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pleasure. More than that, words, whether written or spoken, brings us closer to one 
another. Who is this “We” that Wang Tongzhao mentions? Is it we Chinese? We, China 
and India? We, the universe? While Tagore was very direct about his resistance to 
nationalism and his promotion of internationalism and interregionalism, the Chinese 
poets who read him were not necessarily so.  
For Xu Zhimo, as well as for Wang Tongzhao, the universal, the regional, and the 
national were often conflated. Even Sunrise Over Mount Tai, which celebrates the revival 
of “the East,” offers no specification of what or which version of the East is rising. More 
than any type of concrete historical reality, the poem engages with ideas and emotions. 
May 4th authors and critics crisscrossed between the “national” and the “universal” quite 
often.47 Of particular interest here are the tensions between Tagore’s promotion of 
internationalism, which buttressed his critique of Western imperialism, and the Chinese 
appropriation of these ideas. Wang Tongzhao depoliticized Tagore’s philosophy, poetry, 
and theory, stripping them of their international dimension. Instead he redeployed 
Tagore’s ideas to discuss China’s own need to open up to new perceptions of religion and 
new understandings of how poetry functions. This tension between the national and the 
international tells us much about the context in which Chinese writers committed 
literature to the task of facilitating communication. While deliberations of Tagore’s 
notion of sympathy were couched in terms such as “humanity” and the “universe,” the 
ideal of relational literary expression was often used as a mean to discuss the needs of the 
nation.  
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The Chinese version of The Poet’s Religion, which was translated in 1923 by Hu 
Yuzhi (胡愈之 1896–1986), editor of the widely circulating Eastern Miscellany, 
demonstrates these complexities. In this essay, Tagore focused on the idea that poetry is a 
connecting medium. The notion of connectivity, embedded in all types of relations, was 
at the heart of all worldly affairs for Tagore. The original reads:  
What is the truth of this world? It is not in the masses of substance, not in the 
number of things, but in their relatedness, which neither can be counted, nor 
measured, nor abstracted. It is not in the materials which are many but in the 
expression which is one. All our knowledge of things is knowing them in relation 
to the universe, in that relation which is truth…There is the dancing ring of 
seasons, the elusive play of lights and shadows, of wind and water; the many 
colored wings of erratic life, flitting between births and deaths. The importance 
of these does not lie in their existence as mere facts, but in their language of 
harmony, the mother tongue of our soul through which they are communicated to 
us.48      	  
  
Hu Yuzhi translated the last sentence thus:  
The importance of these facts (shishi) does not lie in their existence (cunzai) but in the 
words (yanci) that mediate them (tamen de tiaohe de yanci). These words are the 
“national language” (guoyu) of our soul. With words, facts resonate with us (gantong).49  
 
Hu’s translation was more of an interpretation, and a very particular one. Replacing “the 
importance of these does not lie in their existence as mere facts” with “the importance of 
these facts does not lie in their existence” privileges communication over substance even 
more than in the original. Whereas Tagore’s “language of harmony” opens itself up for 
different interpretations—from language as harmonizing to the harmonization of 
language—Hu Yuzhi concretely discusses words as mediators. The term that he uses here, 
Yanci, may also be understood as “expression,” thus narrowing even further the range of 
language to the concrete expression of it via poetry. In transforming “the mother tongue 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48Rabindranath Tagore, Creative Unity, 1922, Macmillan, 5. 	  	  
49Taigeer, “Shiren de zongjiao” Yu Zhi yi [The Poet’s Religion, translated by Yu Zhi], Xiaoshuo Yuebao, 
1923 9(14): 2–3. Emphasis in the original. 	  
	   160	  
of our soul” into “the national language of our soul,” the translation reads as committed 
to the soul of a national community. “National language”—guoyu in Chinese—was 
italicized in the original. While the term guoyu was used during the Republican era to 
designate modern standardized Chinese, Hu plays on the slippage here between 
“Chinese” and “national language” to concretize and localize Tagore’s ideas.  
 The Tagorean notion of “the poet’s religion” located poetry as a medium linking 
man and the forces of the universe. The emotional effect of this process sparked by 
reading or singing poetry was perceived as so volatile that it is capable of linking the 
individual to others, creating a social harmony. Yet, while inspiring a poetic opening of 
the notion of “religion,” Tagore’s works did not inspire a similar broadening from the 
national to the international, neither politically nor poetically. Still, the emphasis on 
channels of communication, grounded in prioritizing relations over substance, honed the 
Chinese conception of literature as creating a social effect through mediation and 
connections. Alongside Xu Zhimo, another influential poet who dedicated the early stage 
of her career to exploring the poetic possibilities of the relational, was Xie Bingxin. The 
final section of this chapter examines Bing Xin’s execution and development of these 
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“Like strings, sounding divine, faint music, with no notes or sound”: Interpersonal 
Poetics in the Early Poetry of Bing Xin  
 
Everyone who has read Bing Xin points out that she was influenced by Christianity and 
Tagore’s philosophy. We can only take this idea as a half-truth. Generally speaking, a foreign 
ideology (sixiang) cannot simply impact a person’s mind with no background. Foreign ideology 
is like a seed. It must be dropped on amiable soil to sprout. This amiable soil is one’s living 
environment.50  
 
Thus did Mao Dun begin a biographical section on Bing Xin (冰心 1900–1999) in 
a lengthy essay he wrote on her work in 1934. Whether or not the personal background of 
the author deepens our understanding of a literary text is not a question that concerns us 
here. Nevertheless, Mao Dun is making an important intervention here in the perception 
of an author’s engagement with works and ideas outside their country’s boundaries 
through his reading of Bing Xin. One of the most prolific writers of fiction and poetry in 
twentieth century China, Bing Xin, was deeply inspired by Tagore’s poetry, something 
the poet herself noted on multiple occasions.51 The tropes of light, rain, and music 
prevalent in Gitanjali and Stray Birds, as well as Tagore’s wide use of a direct address to 
the reader as “my friend,” are all present in Bing Xin’s first poetry collections Myriad 
Stars and Spring Water. A capacious body of scholarship in China and the West has 
identified a philology of allusions to Tagore’s work and life in Bing Xin’s oeuvre, from 
the late 1920’s and to the present.52 And yet, Mao Dun’s emphasis on the problematic 
nature of “influence” as a critical prism seems to be just as relevant today as it was in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50Mao Dun, “Bing Xin lun” [Comments on Bing Xin], Wenxue 1934, 3(3). Cited here from Fan Boqun, 
Bing Xin Yanjiu Ziliao, 1984, Beijing Chubanshe, 244. 	  	  
 
51For a detailed report listing the myriad of instances Bing Xin commented on Tagore’s work and the 
impact it had on her thinking and writing see Zeng Qiong, “Tagore’s influence on the Chinese Writer Bing 
Xin”, in in Tan Chung, et.al. Tagore and China…255–272 
52Of these, particularly thorough is Xiaoqing Liu, Writing as Translating: Women Chinese Women’s 
Writing in the Early Twentieth Century, 2009, PhD Dissertation, University of South Carolina, 21–91. 	  
	   162	  
time of his writing. Mao Dun illuminates how analyzing a literary work as “influenced by 
Christianity or Tagore’s philosophy” blinds us to the tensions from which literature often 
times emerges: such as the tension between a foreign thought and one’s upbringing.  
This very tension, as we saw Wang Tongzhao suggesting, kindled the 
transformation of the meaning of religion from a closed system of beliefs to an open 
channel of exchange with the universe. The conceptual shift from faith in higher powers 
to communication and immersion in them was echoed in a transformation of the idea of 
literary sympathy: from the Protestant emphasis on reading fiction on modern life, to a 
broader idea of “religion” and a broader definition of reading that included other senses 
than the visual (such as sound) and other genres (such as poetry). Reading Bing Xin with 
these paradigmatic shifts in mind yields a more complex understanding of the 
intertextuality in her poetics, which made her a central figure in the largely male-
dominated poetic world of the May 4th movement.  
 Surprisingly, despite the poet’s lasting engagement with Tagore’s works—from 
her early 1920’s discussion of how Stray Birds inspired her to begin writing poetry to the 
1960’s when she continued to translate Tagore’s works—Bing Xin did not comment on 
Tagore’s visit and did not contribute to the two Tagore issues that Fiction Monthly 
published. This is surprising because Bing Xin had by that point become an important 
figure in literary circles and virtually every other major May 4th author offered insights 
regarding Tagore’s visit. I would submit that the reason that Bing Xin never mentioned 
Tagore’s presence in China in a time when she otherwise discussed his works extensively 
as her main source of inspiration has to do with the fact that, unlike her male 
contemporaries, Bing Xin never addressed Tagore’s politics, at least not directly. Though 
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she shared, as Mao Chen commented, the May 4th writers’ “interest in influencing—and 
in some cases articulating—the attitudes of a socially engaged reader,”53 Bing Xin did not 
voice her opinion on the Eastern civilization program, nor on Tagore’s resistance to 
nationalism. Instead, her engagement with Tagore’s politics was effected through her 
analysis of the act of reading:  
Your absolute faith in “the harmony between the universe and the individual 
soul,” how you gather a “natural sense of beauty” (tianran de meigan) and give it 
free rein in your poetry—these have seeped through the sea of my mind. And my 
thoughts, which I had no words to express, trembled like strings, sounding 
divine, faint music, with no notes or sound.54 
   
 The model that Bing Xin describes here is, indeed, very far from one-way “influence.” 
Instead, Bing Xin imagines a dialogue, an act of reciprocal communication taking place 
via the poetic medium. The religious sentiment, akin to faith in the connection between 
man and the universe around him, has seeped into her mind through her reading of 
Tagore’s poetry. In response, her mind resonates back, now altered by spontaneous 
vibrations that reciprocate the profoundly spiritual communication Tagore’s poetry 
delivered. This belief in the power of literary sympathy undergirds Bing Xin’s own 
poetry, and demarcates a political territory that is expressed through the idea of social 
binding through poetry.  
Bing Xin was committed to the May 4th revolutionary agenda. Her autobiography 
resembles many contemporaneous descriptions of awakening to modern ideals: escaping 
a fate of bound feet and arranged marriage, academic education abroad (in her case, 
Wellesley college in New England), joining the ranks of the revolution in 1926, and even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53Mao Chen, “In and Out of Home: Bing Xin Recontextualized”, In Philip F. Williams, Asian Literary 
Voices: From Marginal to Mainstream, 2010, Amsterdam University Press, 63.  	  	  
 
54Bing Xin, “Yaoji Yindu Zheren Taigeer” [Sending the Indian Sage Tagore from afar], in Bing Xin 
Sanwen Quan pian, 1995, Zhejiang wenyi chubanshe, 16. 	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participating in the northern expedition.55 Yet, ever since renowned critic A Ying (阿英 
1900–1977) coined the term “philosophy of love” (ai de zhexue) in reference to Bing 
Xin’s poetics in 1930, her poetry has been viewed as subjective, apolitical, self-indulgent, 
and engrossed in abstract private emotions such as motherly love, love of nature, and 
Christian love of God.56 Mao Dun commented that Bing Xin’s poetry escapes to the 
“motherly bosom” so as to avoid facing the social conditions of real life, thus betraying 
the task of modern literature.57 Certainly, Bing Xin’s early poetry abounds in direct 
invocation of the words “love,” “mother,” and “God,” as well as in natural tropes such as 
sea, rain, and flowers. Yet, while Bing Xin’s poetry does not depict historical realities as, 
for example, Zhao Zichen did in The Tattered Flag examined in Chapter One, her early 
work is deeply engaged in exploring the larger themes of modern literature in China: 
communication and social binding.  
Published in 1923, Myriad Stars (fan xing) and Spring Water (chun shui) became 
immediately popular and are considered defining works of new poetry in baihua, 
advocated by the May 4th literary circles. More specifically, these poetry collections are 
exemplars of the short poem form (xiao shi)—a trend that was immensely popular for a 
brief period of time in China, from 1921–1924. Short poems were composed of 1–8 verse 
lines, which may or may not rhyme.58 They were written in free verse with no specific 
meter. Thematically, the short poem portrayed a specific moment within a sentimental 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55Bing Xin, Yi ge nü bing di zizhuan, [The Autobiography of a Girl Soldier], 1936, Liang you, 	  	  
 
56Huang Yin (Ah Ying), “Xie Bingxin” in Xiandai Zhongguo Nü Zuojia , 1931, Bei xin shu ju chuban.  	  	  
 
57Mao Dun, “Bing Xin lun” [Comments on Bing Xin]… 246. 	  	  	  
 
58Lü Jin, Xin shi de chuang zuo yu jian shang	  [On Creation and Appreciation of New Poetry], 1982, 
Chongqing chubanshe, 303.  
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experience: the fleeting moment of emotional eruption, what Zhuan Zonghong called the 
“boiling point” (fei dian).59 The origin of the short poem form in China is a contested 
topic. Scholars dispute whether the short poem was introduced through “foreign 
influence”— namely, the Japanese Haiku and Tagore’s early English translations of 
Gitanjali and Stray Birds—or whether it is an originally Chinese form dating as early as 
the Book of Odes (Shi Jing) and culminating during the Tang Dynasty era.60  
While the moment of origin of the short poem form may not offer much help for 
examining the problem of emotional stimulation through poetry, it is certainly worth 
mentioning that English translators and promoters of Tagore’s work in Euro-America, 
such as Pound and Yeats, were deeply engrossed in Japanese Haiku in the 1910s. The 
transnational circuits of disseminating ideas on emotional poetic stimulation were a 
significant part of this exchange, which spanned East and West. The problem that I am 
interested in here is how the idea of emotional eruption came to be manifested through 
religious notions of sympathy.  
The short poems in Bing Xin’s collections read like snippets of personal 
experience. Many of them locate the speaker in a natural setting, the sensations of which  
stimulate a sense of profound understanding of the universe. The sound of the sea, the 
scent of a flower, the reflection of the moonlight, the touch of rain—all evoke in the 
speaker a knowledge of God, of the forces that govern life, and on the poetic act, an 
incessant attempt to capture the fleeting nature of life in its constant movement. In Bing 
Xin’s work, the figurative trove of nature, music, and light (recurring themes and tropes 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
59Zhuan Zonghong, “Xiao shi xin lun” [New Comments on the Short Poem] Qinghai shifan daxue xuebao, 
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in Gitanjali and Stray Birds are lamps, candles, sunlight, forests, rain, and string 
instruments)in both collections demarcate a different territory than that which we find in 
Tagore’s poems. Tagore celebrates the romantic myth of the lone poet. The speaker’s 
engagement with nature is marked as an invitation to possess knowledge of life revealed 
to him alone. This knowledge is universally human—i.e., the poet learns something about 
the meaning of human life—but it is nonetheless knowledge that pertains to an individual 
human experience. Bing Xin, on the other hand, constructs the poetic act, thematically as 
well as structurally, as an act of communication. The poems in Myriad Stars and Spring 
Water center around interactions: desired and missed encounters, pining for a connection 
with people, nature, and God. The instant moment of emotional eruption, the defining 




Flower and stone by the side of the road! 
In this split second, 
You and I 
Meet within limitless life, 
Part forever within limitless life; 
             When I return, 
             Among countless of your kind, 
             Where would I find you?61   
 
In this poem, an encounter with nature invokes a religious understanding of life as 
limitless. And yet, paradoxically, this understanding of limitlessness occurs through the 
intense feeling, erupting within a split second (zhi zhe yi miao de shi jian li), of 
ephemerality. Momentary yet intensely experienced, the encounter with nature 
crystallizes a process of perception (I notice this flower and this stone—Bing Xin uses 
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huaer and shizi to distinguish their singleness) and realization (I will never see them 
again). The fleeting nature of this process is emphasized on a structural level as the lines 
exhibit enjambment, especially in the encounter itself: “You and I/Meet within limitless 
life.” Whereas, thematically speaking, the poem depicts an encounter between the 
speaker and nature, the reader receives a strong sense of human mutuality. Without 
turning the stone and the flower into metonymy or metaphors for people, Bing Xin 
manages to convey a sense of human to human encounter. She does this by personifying 
the stone and the flower in a separate line, which immediately draws the reader’s 
attention with its relative brevity: “You and I.” This line, the only line in the poem that 
exhibits enjambment, is thus highlighted as the center of the emotional action taking 
place.   
 Writing functions as an important theme of the short poems throughout the two 
collections. In many of these poems, the May 4th generation’s expectations and 
aspirations regarding modern literature as a unifying force is revealed through the 
treatment of the notion of sympathy (tongqing):   
146 
Words, 
Opened the floodgates of quarrelsome feelings; 
Listen to the fountains of sympathy, 
Deeply interflowing.62  
 
The instant in which a floodgate is open and the first gush of water springs forth serves as 
metaphor for the act of writing. Poetry unleashes hidden, obstructed fountains of 
sympathy. These fountains are so palpable that their interflow resonates, it makes sounds. 
This poem demonstrates the unique possibilities that poetry embodies in relation to 
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fiction. While the longer form of the realist novel or the short story invoke sympathy by 
representing characters as if they were alive, poetry produces sympathy through short, 
dramatic moments of emotional intensity expressed in few words (in this case, one 
word—“words”) that arouse the senses, in this case, of sound. Sympathy drives home the 
metaphor of writing as transforming an emotional space once constrained to a gush of life 
springing forth. This new and transformed space is a social space: words carry the 
solitary quarrelsomeness into an interflow of resonating emotions. 
The majority of Bing Xin’s short poems present a conversation, either with a 
human being, higher powers, or natural phenomena. Many of the poems strike a 
conversation with a character named “my friend” in what seems a direct address to the 
reader. Bing Xin may have borrowed this convention from Tagore, but her use of this 
address is distinct: she highlights not a one-way message, but an eagerness for connection 




I already departed, 
This one last page, 
I leave for you63 
 
Extending an invitation to the reader to share the poetic space takes the effect of 
sympathetic resonance to an active sense of mutual creation.  In Bing Xin’s vision, the 
act of writing is always a relational endeavor—a desire to unite. The connection between 
the self and nature animates a constant inclination towards the interpersonal. This idea 
was fundamentally religious in the sense that Wang Tongzhao touched upon in his 
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Even if the sky is overcast,  
And men are lonely, 
Only one soul is needed 
To guard your solemn, still night, 
And the desolation of loneliness 
Is immediately dissolved from the universe64.    
 
This poem demonstrates an active function of religion, albeit one not grounded in 
monotheistic faith. Here, it is the human soul that, through its connection to the quiet, still 
night overcomes loneliness. Yet, it is not the individual soul whose loneliness is abated 
through a connection to God: loneliness vanishes from the universe at large. In its stead, 
people are connected to one another. Only one soul is needed to achieve the right 
sentiment and then draw others. In this way, though never overtly national, international, 
or intraregional, Bing Xin nevertheless cultivated a sense of the interpersonal that turned 
the emotional abundance of her poetry into a means of effecting social binding. 
 In Myriad Stars and Spring Water, the adverb xiang, designating the semantic 
field of “mutual”, and the noun “sympathy” (tongqing) appear multiple times. These have 
been explained by previous scholarship, deeply impacted still by Ah-Ying’s work, as the 
poet’s  “philosophy of love”: a romantically informed attempt to create poetry that 
expresses emotional individual experience. Previous studies have also established how 
Tagore’s poetry informed May 4th tropology (poets such as Bing Xin, Xu Zhimo, Guo 
Moruo and Ling Shuhua wrote openly about the impact Tagore’s free verse and mystic 
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thematics have had on their writing).65 Placing Bing Xin and her generation of poets 
under the rubric of  “the romantic generation of Chinese writers” certainly explains an 
important part of new poetry’s passion for passions, sentiments, and expression. 
Nevertheless, situating the connection between new poetry’s attachment to sentiment and 
the inspiration drawn from Tagore’s poetics within the context of shifting ideas on 
religion and literary effect sheds light on a specific functional aspect that poetry was 
perceived to embody. With a fundamentally religious perception that literature both 
represents and impacts life through sympathetic resonance already circulating, Tagore’s 
theory on religion inspired poets such as Bing Xin and Xu Zhimo to develop the notion of 
poetic efficacy further. Exploring different means of emotional stimulation situated 
religious experience as achieving connectivity. Here lay the political potential of new 
poetry: creating a community of readers through religious sentiment with poetry as its 
medium. Shying from Tagore’s internationalism, these Chinese poets and critics modified 
and honed their idea of literature as means for national salvation.  
The short poem, with its depiction of the moment of emotional upsurge in a 
structural combination of free verse and limited scope, enabled Bing Xin to investigate  a 
flash-like experience of connecting with higher powers. Yet, this connection reveals itself 
to be a means to an end: a human connection that is fundamentally social. One of the last 
poems Bing Xin wrote in 1925, after the form of the short poem began to decline in 
China (she would devote the remainder of her prolific career to writing fiction and 
essays) is titled “Yearning” (xiang si):  
 
Escaping yearning, 
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Donning fur 
I leave the quiet human chambers brightly lit. 
 
The small path and the moonlight peep at each other,  
Withered branches— 
On the snowy ground 
Writing mutual longing all over, left and right66.  
  
We could read this poem as a celebration of the subjective individual escaping from the 
“human chambers” but not from her own emotions. Yet, a closer look reveals something 
more complex. Even as the speaker attempts to leave the social realm and escape from 
thoughts of longing for another, she is struck by the mutuality that governs nature: the 
moonlight dialoging with the small path, the branches writing a lattice of intertwining 
lines. The world moves in connections. Not only does the universe abound in 
communication, but these communications become manifest through writing. The 
branches write a poem of longing on the ground in non-language. The poet uses words to 
relay her experience of nature, which serves in turn to connect her back to the realm of 
humans.  
Despite the bitterness with which Tagore initially left China, his relationship with 
China and Chinese authors did not end there. Tagore dedicated his Talks in China to Xu 
Zhimo, with whom he remained in close connections. A Sino-Indian Cultural Exchange 
Center was formed in 1926 in Visva Bharati, the university Tagore founded and that 
remained active until 1949.67 And Bing Xin continued to translate Tagore’s works until 
the 1960s. But the presence of Tagore and his ideas should be understood as extending 
beyond any single individual’s encounter with the poet. It was first through Tagore, as 
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Wang Tongzhao explained, that Indian thought became a viable horizon for the May 4th   
literary imagination. Once this happened in the early 1920s, Chinese authors continued to 
draw upon Indian philosophy and literature well into the 1930s.  
Xu Dishan (許地山 1893–1941), whose literary project is the subject of the next 
chapter, was a key figure in this respect. Between 1924 and 1925 Xu spent a year in 
Oxford and from there travelled back to China through India—a much trodden path 
facilitated and made convenient by East India Company representatives during the 
decades of the opium trade. Yet, it was not financial interest but intellectual desire that 
led Xu to Calcutta University, where he spent several months improving his Sanskrit and 
meeting with local cultural leaders such as Tagore—an encounter that left a profound 
impression upon him, as he wrote to his wife in 1933:  
You remember how in 1926 as I was heading back to China from England I 
deliberately passed through India to pay a visit to sage poet Tagore. I was staying 
in Varanassi and hitchhiked to Santiniketan, close to Calcutta to visit the 
international university that Tagore has founded and also visited him in his home. 
He has been my admired senior mentor and bosom friend all along. I remember 
the beautiful silver ripples of his long hair floating freely, draping his shoulders, 
and his cheerful, yet exquisitely elegant manner of speech. The deep impression 
he left has remained with me to this today. He proposed that I compose a 
Chinese-Sanskrit dictionary to strengthen the connections and exchange between 
Indian and Chinese scholarship, as well as the friendship between the two 
countries.68 
 
Xu Dishan began working on a Chinese-Sanskrit dictionary, though he was never able to 
complete it. But the Sino-Indian literary network that Tagore helped to create branched 
out to realist fiction and scholarly research largely thanks to Xu’s contribution. The next 
chapter elaborates on the circumstances and implications of these endeavors.  
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                                       CHAPTER FIVE   
Return of the Barbaric: Folklore, (Il)Literacy, and Cyclical Realism  
In 1929, Xu Dishan translated a book titled Folk Tales of Bengal into Chinese, 
and effectively launched the study of Indian literature in China.1 Originally composed in 
English in 1883 by the reverend Lal Behari Day (1824–1894) of the Bengali Renaissance 
Movement, the English version of this highly acclaimed collection of twenty-two folk 
tales circulated widely and was reprinted numerous times. A 1912 decorated edition with 
colored illustrations by the renowned illustrator Warwick Gobble traveled back to Asia 
across the Indian Ocean, to the hands of Xu Dishan who was, by then, a leading figure in 
China’s literary circles. Xu was intrigued by Day’s motivation for writing the book:   
Captain R.C Temple of the Bengal Staff Corps, son of the distinguished Indian 
administrator Sir Richard Temple, wrote to me to say how interesting it would be 
to get a collection of those unwritten stories which old women in India recite to 
little children in the evenings, and to ask whether I could not make such a 
collection. As I was no stranger to the Mährchen of the Brothers Grimm, to the 
Norse Tales so admirably told by Dasent, to Arnason’s Icelandic Stories 
translated by Powell, to the Highland Stories done into English by Campbell, and 
to the fairy stories collected by other writers, and as I believed that the collection 
suggested would be a contribution, however slight, to that daily increasing 
literature of folk-lore and comparative mythology which, like comparative 
philosophy, proves that the swarthy and half-naked peasant on the bank of the 
Ganges is a cousin, albeit of the hundredth remove, to the fair-skinned and well 
dressed Englishman on the banks of the Thames, I readily caught up the idea and 
cast about for materials… I have reason to believe that the stories given in this 
book are a genuine sample of the old old stories told by old Bengali women from 
age to age through a hundred generations.2 
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Two things stand out in Day’s preface: the lure of folklore as a bridge between cultures, 
capable of making the differences between a well-dressed Englishman and an Indian 
peasant disappear in a flash, and the role of female storytellers in building the bridges 




Figure	  5.	  Left:	  cover	  of	  1912	  edition	  of	  Folktales	  of	  Bengal,	  Macmillan.	  Right:	  Illustration	  from	  the	  story	  
Phakir	  Chand,	  p.	  22. 
In the introduction to his translation of Day’s work, Xu shared the author’s 
excitement about folklore and cultural exchange. But whereas Day had relished the 
thought of cultural affinities with Europe, Xu was more interested in regional 
connections: “I have always felt that many Indian folktales made their way to China.” 
Like Day, Xu was also fascinated by the trope of the old female storyteller, but for Xu, 
the folktales themselves were not necessarily equally “old.” Rather, he saw folklore as 
something that was continually produced, with even the modern era having its own rituals 
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of storytelling. As he put it:  “Folktales emerge in every culture, in every time period.”3 
Xu saw continuity between the ancient and the modern, and was thus interested in 
folklore as a locus of both transhistorical and transcultural connections.  
 In this chapter, I examine the fiction and scholarship of Xu Dishan, focusing on 
the prominent role of female characters and Xu’s use of such characters to establish a 
unique form of what I term “circular realism”. Xu’s work takes us into the late 1920s and 
1930s, and reveals an critical engagement with life and the problem of literary efficacy in 
relation to a broader landscape of colonial bodies of knowledge, namely, folklore studies 
and comparative religion. Situating Xu Dishan’s contribution to the ongoing national task 
of portraying life in literature, this chapter expounds the previous chapters’ analysis of 
the breadth of Chinese literary realism, in connection to the question of religion’s role in 
a modernizing nation.        
Telling Against the Grain: De-Sacralizing the Holy Word      
 Eight years prior to the publication of Folktales of Bengal, Xu Dishan published a 
story  featuring a Chinese-Indian storyteller who uses folktales as a survival mechanism 
in an age of modern uncertainties.  The Merchant’s Wife takes place in 1916 on a ship 
travelling from Madras to Singapore. A chance encounter between the narrator and a 
Fujian-born Chinese woman dressed in Indian clothing—Xi Guan—serves as a pretext to 
tell the woman’s life story, which she reveals to the narrator en route. After gambling 
away the family fortune and in dire need of funds, Xi Guan’s husband decides to try his 
luck in Singapore and promises to send for Xi Guan. Ten years later, having received no 
word from him, Xi Guan decides to travel to Singapore herself. Upon arrival, she finds 
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her husband re-married and running a successful business. When the husband asks why 
did she not write before showing up, she replies: “Don’t you know that I am illiterate? 
You remember Mr. Wang in our village who writes people’s letters for them. Well, he 
often changes the original meaning completely so I didn’t want to ask him to write for 
me.4”  Xi Guan’s decision to act on her own, rather than relying on the (mis)translations 
of a male letter-writer, is severely punished: her husband sells her to a Muslim yarn 
merchant who takes her with him from Singapore to Madras.  
 Stranded in a strange land, Xi Guan is forced to assume a new identity as an 
Indian Muslim:  
Ah Huye gave me a new name, Li Ya. He ordered me to unbind my feet, pierce a 
hole in my nose and wear a diamond nose ring. He said that their custom (fengsu) 
dictates that every married woman must wear a nose ring to signify her marital 
status. He also gave me fine quality Kurta, ma-la-mu and a pair of ai-san. I was 
thus transformed into a Muslim wife.5  
 
Closely watched so that she doesn’t escape or kill herself, Xi Guan has no choice but to 
accept her new life: “I kept looking ahead, curious as to what my fate (mingyun) holds for 
me.”6 Her life takes yet another turn, however, when one of Ah Huye’s wives, a Bengali 
woman named Akolima, befriends her and teaches her to read Arabic and Bengali. 
Remembering her inability to write to her husband prior to her arrival and its dire 
consequences, Xi Guan is eager to learn. Akolima presents her with a copy of the Quran 
as a source of comfort to turn to in times of physical and emotional turmoil. But instead 
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of teaching the new Muslim convert simply to read the holy book and deepen her faith, 
Akolima reveals to Xi Guan how folktales can rewrite, or retell the sacred word:   
Though no emotions existed between my new husband and myself, relations still 
did. Alas! This boy (she stroked his head) was born in my second year in Madras. 
I was over thirty when I got pregnant. The pain was harsher than anything I have 
ever endured. Luckily Akolima was there to care for me, comfort me, and teach 
me how to forget the pain at hand. Once, when the pain was unbearable, she told 
me: ‘Liya, you must endure. We are not as lucky as the fig tree. The Quran tells 
us of Adam and Eve who were seduced by the demon Aja [Satan] to steal and eat 
the forbidden fruit. Once they did, they lost the divine garments that they were 
wearing. They felt ashamed and wanted to cover themselves with leaves. 
Because they disobeyed Allah, no tree would help them. Only the fig tree took 
pity on them and generously gave them its leaves. Allah praised the fig tree for 
this gesture and blessed him to bear fruit without blossoming first, thus saving 
the fig tree from butterflies harassing it. That is why we may not avoid the pains 
of bearing children. Whenever you are in pain, think of Allah’s grace. He will 
take pity on you, and give you peace’. I could never forget how helpful she was 
before and after my delivery.7  
 
The story that Akolima tells, and Xi Guan recalls to the narrator, is not actually part of 
the scripture. In the Quran, Adam and Eve repent and are forgiven by Allah,8 yet this is 
omitted from Akolima’s tale. Instead, Akolima retells the story in a way that highlights  
the fig tree—not a part of the original text.  
 The emphasis on the fig tree is significant. The Quran doesn’t specify which tree 
Adam and Eve used to make their clothing, nor does it mention that Allah praised the fig 
tree for offering its help. Unlike other fruit-bearing trees, fig florets are hidden inside the 
fruit of the fig, and are only pollinated by a particular type of hornet that is able to 
penetrate inside. Fig trees are thus protected from common insects. In Bengali, the 
Common Fig is called dumur, and a well-known saying goes: “You have become 
[invisible like] the dumur flower” [tumi jeno dumurer phool hoe gele]. In Chinese, the 
common fig is called wuhuaguo, which literally means the flowerless fruit. Was Xu 
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Dishan familiar with this Bengali proverb relating to the fig tree? Did this emphasis on 
the fig as flowerless—shared by both Chinese and Indian traditions—suggest the meeting 
ground for Akolima and Xi Guan to find symbolic solace together? Whether drawing on 
a textual exegetical tradition or an oral one, Akolima changes the original story in 
response to Xi Guan’s physical pain. The story of a tree that is spared the pain of insects 
probing into its flowers—a metaphor for Xi Guan’s abuse by her husband— is offered to 
bring comfort. It is not faith in Allah, the act of conversion, or the true word of the script 
that comforts, but the story, told by a compassionate friend. Retelling the stories in the 
scriptures in ways relevant to their lives, Xi Guan and Akolima soothe the physical pain 
inflicted upon their bodies and, in so doing, render their fates more amenable.  
Soon after Xi Guan’s delivery, Akolima is banished from the household and Xi 
Guan finds herself lonely once again. She manages to escape in the dead of night. During 
her flight, she stops to look up at the star Venus, and another folktale that Akolima shared 
with her comes to her mind. Venus, Akolima told her, was once upon a time a seductive 
woman who metamorphosed into a star after luring too many men. At this point, Xi Guan 
suddenly experiences a profound spiritual awakening:  
As I was gazing at the morning star, a voice seemed to be coming out of its starry 
glow, and said: ‘Xi Guan, do not take me for a man-luring woman. You should 
know that shiny things couldn’t delude anyone. I am the first to appear among all 
the stars, to tell you that darkness is approaching, and the last to disappear, 
drawing you close to the rays of the sun. I am the brightest star in the night, and I 
can be your own guiding star’. Facing Venus, my anger was relieved and I felt 
gratitude. Since then, whenever I would see Venus, I felt a unique connection 
with it.9  
 
Xi Guan finds confidence in her choice to escape from physical and emotional oppression 
and, from that point on, takes control over her body and her self. Appropriating the story 
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that Akolima told her, she creates her own ritual of gazing at Venus, her own personal 
way of connecting with the universe. During her escape, once again, Xi Guan’s travel 
plan changes: she misses the boat that is supposed to take her to a different part of India 
and ends up in a small town near Madras. There, she makes a new friend, this time, a 
Christian missionary named Elizabeth. The pattern of woman-to-woman compassion is 
repeated:  Elizabeth, like Akolima, teaches Xi Guan to read in a new language—this time, 
English. Xi Guan is also baptized and converted to Christianity.  
 The extent of Xi Guan’s journey is striking: in less than three years, she moves 
between three locations—China, Singapore, and India; converts to two different 
religions—Islam, then Christianity; and learns to read three different languages—Arabic, 
Bengali, and English, none of which are her native tongue. When the narrator meets Xi 
Guan, she is on her way back to Singapore to see if her husband is willing to repent for 
selling her. After listening to her story, the narrator responds: “It is admirable how you 
found your own way in this life of constant drifting.” To this, Xi Guan replies: “I am not 
that smart. It is the guide up above who directs me.” But which guide is she talking about? 
Allah? Jesus? She follows this seemingly pious and docile response with a subtle 
comment that suggests a different interpretation: “…the two most moving books that I 
read in school were The Pilgrim’s Progress and Robinson Crusoe. These books consoled 
me and gave me an example to follow. By now I am truly a female Robinson.”10  
The Adventures of Robinson Crusoe and The Pilgrim’s Progress were both 
foundational texts for the Protestant Missionary Movement in the nineteenth century. 
Isabel Hofmeyer has shown how the Protestant missionary emphasis on literacy as a 
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miraculous event forged a close connection between translation and evangelization. 
Literature, particularly The Pilgrim’s Progress, was so successful in raising conversion 
rates that it was often preferred over scriptures as teaching material. Indeed, problems 
often arose for missionaries when local converts came up with numerous heretical 
interpretations of the allegorical message in the Pilgrim’s Progress—a process Hofmeyer 
terms, “re-allegorization.” 11 The concept helps us to think about Xi Guan’s comment.  
Naming herself a “female Crusoe,” Xi Guan makes a connection between her drifting and 
her reading, but, once again, she appropriates the original story to negotiate her own fate. 
Far from being a passive form of reading, the literacy Xi Guan has gained is an active, 
agentic form that re-locates the stories that she reads as part of her own life.  
What exactly does she mean when she emphasizes that she is a female Crusoe? In 
both The Pilgrim’s Progress and Robinson Crusoe the male protagonists set out on long 
journeys with a distinct purpose. Both journeys also have closure: in Crusoe Robinson 
goes back home, and in the Pilgrim’s Progress Christian finds the celestial city. Xi 
Guan’s story, in contrast, follows a pattern of wandering that is neither linear nor 
purposeful. Indeed, her travels could be seen as reflecting the impact of religion in her 
life: without one true religion or one doctrinal truth, Xi Guan drifts without a final 
destination offering sure salvation. But in her drifting, Xi Guan seizes upon different 
narratives and makes them her own. Salvation in The Merchant’s Wife means 
appropriating textual sources to tell one’s own story. Learning how to read in three 
languages, Xi Guan returns again and again to an oral form of storytelling. She inverts 
the sanctity of the written word—privileged within both Western and Chinese cultures—
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in order to invoke the primal, material use of stories in everyday life. When the boat 
reaches Singapore, Xi Guan cannot locate her husband, and decides to go back to Madras. 
We leave her, the same way that we met her: en route.  
Challenging Colonial Education: Modern-day Folklore and Religion  
Lal Behari Day and Xu Dishan had something in common: both belonged to the 
first generation of scholars who trained in English in the first modern schools set in their 
countries. Day was a student at the General Assembly Institution in India, founded and 
run by the missionary Alexander Duff. Xu attended missionary schools in Fujian in his 
youth and became a student and a teacher at Yenching University in Beijing from 1918–
1935. Scholarship on the development of modern universities in China has traditionally 
located Japan and Germany as the two sources from which Chinese educators drew their 
vision for educational reform. These studies mainly focus on Peking University, the hub 
of radical student movements throughout the twentieth century.12 Just as influential in 
defining new goals for higher education as Peking University, however, were a small 
number of missionary colleges, namely, Yenching in Beijing and St. John’s in Shanghai. 
The colonial legacy upon which these institutions were founded compels us to look 
towards India—arguably the first testing ground for projects of colonial modernity in 
Asia— in order to get a better grasp of the complex relationship between Anglo-
American-imported knowledge and local responses.  
The very first educational institution of colonial knowledge, the Asiatic Society, 
was established in Bengal in 1784, legitimizing Indology as a new field of European 
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scholarship. By the mid-nineteenth century, Indology branched out to new disciplines 
such as Comparative Religion and Modern Linguistics, and Indians began to take part in 
the intellectual activities of the society.13 “The Bengali Renaissance” (1771–1941), a 
local movement that called for national revival through modernization of India’s past 
religious traditions, was the offspring of the collaboration between British colonial 
scholarship and missionaries importation of Western science and technology. Modern 
universities, especially the University of Calcutta, where Lal Behari Day taught English, 
were the seedbed for the development of the Bengali Renaissance.  By 1916, the 
founding year of Yenching, the University of Calcutta was the largest in the world with 
twenty-seven thousand students and extensive connections with universities around the 
globe.14 Xu Dishan, who taught Sanskrit and Buddhist literature in Yenching, spent time 
at the University of Calcutta in 1926 and 1933, on both occasions studying Sanskrit and 
conducting research. His alma mater, similar to the University of Calcutta, was founded 
upon Western imperialism’s gospel of progress. But though established by American 
missionaries, Yenching all but abandoned its proclaimed evangelical goals in favor of 
promoting philological methods for the study of Chinese classics, comparative means for 
studying religious rituals, and scholarship on the potential co-existence of religion and 
science.  
Lal Behari Day and Xu Dishan studied folklore through this mediation of colonial 
education and Orientalist thought. And yet, while Day ultimately saw the global reach of 
folktales as a means to elevate Bengali tradition to European standards, Xu had a more 
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radical vision in mind. Drawing from Bengali folktales to ascertain the exchange between 
Chinese and Indian folk traditions, Xu Dishan reframed the purpose of folklore studies. 
In his view, folktales were not a source from which to glean a universal, barbaric origin 
of mankind, but rather a means of coping with everyday life in times of flux through 
regional rituals and relations of storytelling.  For Xu, these rituals and relations were 
powerful because they fostered regional forms of solidarity—such as the solidarity shared 
between Akolima and Xi Guan.    
The notion of regional solidarity through storytelling helps us to better situate the 
inversion of the hierarchy between literacy and orality that takes place in The Merchant’s 
Wife. By appropriating the Quran and two evangelical blockbusters as means for his 
protagonist to cope with challenges of modern life such as financial duress, male 
oppression, transnational migration and colonial education, Xu Dishan offers an 
intervention in the way modernity is understood. Instead of affirming a narrative of 
cultural evolution from storytelling to literacy, and from Asian primitivism to European 
enlightenment, in Xu’s work the barbaric constantly returns, not to haunt, but to offer a 
source of consolation.   
Much like his literary characters, Xu Dishan spent his life criss-crossing various 
geographical borders. Born in Taiwan a year before its colonization by Japan, Xu’s father 
refused to serve the new regime and the family spent Xu’s childhood as refugees, moving 
between Taiwan, Thailand, Singapore, Guangdong and Fujian. Between 1913–1918 Xu 
taught Mandarin in Rangoon, Burma. He then relocated to Fujian, where he converted to 
Christianity and joined the Minan London Missionary Society (Minnan jidujiao lundun 
hui) before finally arriving in Beijing. Befriending key figures in the New Culture 
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Movement, Xu Dishan was among the founding members of the Chinese Literary 
Association (Wenxue yanjiuhui) as well as a co-founder of Fiction Monthly. In 1920, Xu 
graduated from the Chinese department in Yenching University and immediately 
continued to study towards his Bachelor of Divinity degree. In 1923, he set sail to New 
York, where he pursued a master’s degree in comparative religion at Columbia 
University under the guidance of the first professor of Indo-Iranian languages at 
Columbia, A. V. Williams Jackson (1862–1937). A pioneering expert on Iranian 
languages and literatures, whose 1892 study on Avestan grammar (the language used in 
Zoroastrian scriptures) is considered seminal to this day, Jackson studied Manichaeism 
for several years in the 1920s and encouraged his Chinese student to write on the history 
of Manichaeism in China. Xu’s thesis investigated Chinese sources on the introduction 
and ensuing religious persecution of Manichaeism from the ninth to the sixteenth century. 
Focusing on the failure of Manichaeism to endure in China, Xu argued that in order to 
understand the religious persecution of Manichaean clergy and believers, one had to look 
beyond ideologically based objections to the new religion as heretical. Rather, Xu traced 
Manichaeism’s persecution to the government’s loss of tax revenues due to the growth in 
Mani believers and clergy, who were exempted from paying taxes—a privilege reserved 
for religious institutions and famously abused throughout Chinese history.15 
This emphasis on material concerns in understanding the history of religions 
remained central in Xu’s scholarly and creative writings throughout his career. His 
intellectual passion for the cultural aspects of religions, particularly rituals and myths, led 
him to depart from the theologically-inflected work of his colleagues at the Chinese 
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Christianity Indigenization Movement in Yenching. Instead, Xu devoted his attention and 
his training abroad to emerging disciplines in Chinese academia such as Comparative 
Religion and Folklore.      
The rise of folklore studies in nineteenth-century Europe was very much 
connected with an Orientalist-imperialist rationale and a distinctly modern fascination 
with the origins of the universally human in biology, culture and religion. Focusing 
mainly on the categories of ritual, symbol, and myth, the collection and study of sources 
on oral traditions, ritual practices, and daily life of ancient peoples were soon in vogue in 
the United States and Asia as well.16 Folklore studies were imported to China through 
Japan and gained massive popularity during the 1920s. The new discipline—Minsuxue in 
Chinese—dovetailed with a national effort to define a uniquely Han Chinese ethnic 
identity through field research on rural minorities, as Lydia Liu recently elucidated:  
While English and Japanese folklorists were engaged in colonial enterprise 
abroad, Chinese folklorists directed their attention exclusively to the ‘primitive 
cultures’ of rural villages and ethnic minorities in their own society. And what 
other option did they have when both the Han Chinese and all of China’s ethnic 
groups occupied the position of subject-race in the colonial hierarchy dominated 
by governing imperial nations?17      
 
Folklore studies flourished in Chinese academia, inspiring the establishment of study 
groups, journals, extensive fieldwork and data collection surveys of folk songs, proverbs 
and riddles in local dialects and traditional customs.18 Spearheading the research was the 
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Folklore Movement at Peking University, with its pioneering publication Folksong 
Weekly (Geyao zhoukan,1922–1925), which boasted Zhou Zuoren as its editor. Dedicated 
to the execution and documentation of a large-scale survey, the journal reported on the 
collection and recording of folksongs all over China. A preliminary typology of ballads 
(minge) and children’s songs (erge) guided the contributors in their efforts to preserve 
and analyze a repository of the common people’s literature (Pingmin wenxue) as 
testament to national sentiments in their most primordial state.19  
Working closely with Zhou Zuoren as his assistant, Xu Dishan studied and taught 
folklore and social anthropology classes in Yenching in the late 1920s and 1930s.20 
Though he was deeply invested in folklore studies during these two decades and 
published essays exploring local and comparative folklore as early as 1920,21 Xu was not 
involved in the Peking University Movement and did not publish anything in Folksong 
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by heredity and race; by social attitudes and forms of associations. Emphasis is laid on the discovery of 
principles, with a view to enabling the student to work out his own philosophy of progress and to find norm 
whereby to judge the value and tendency of social movements.” And “Problems of religion: this course is 
to discuss the origin and the development of religion and religious consciousness in connection with some 
of the philosophical questions. It will also deal with the definition of religion and its relation to life” 
Yenching Archives, Beijing China, files:  Yj 1929022, Yj 1930023 , Yj 1931022.	  
21Xu Dishan, “Qiang jian” [Rape]; “Nüzi di fushi” [Women’s Attire], Xin Shehui, 1920, (3). See also Ao 
Yue ao zai wenxue shang di diwei [The Literary Value of Yue Poetry], Min Duo Zazhi, 1922, 3(3).  Cited 
here from Xu Dishan san wen jing dian quan ji, 2003, shidai wenyi chubanshe, 134–137; 237–240; 184–
187. 	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Weekly. The reason, I argue, is most likely the strong progressive stance that the journal 
writers assumed in relation to issues such as rituals and superstitions. Whereas for Xu, 
these were an integral part of any folklore research that aims to understand culture in a 
fundamental way, the Folksong Weekly writers did not include rituals or religious 
practice in their typologies. Instead, they regarded supernatural elements in songs as 
superstitious (mixin), the primitive backward predecessor of modern religion (zongjiao). 
The Peking Movement’s approach argued that superstitious elements should be studied 
only in order to avoid regressing to backward beliefs in demons and ghosts.22 Xu’s 
understanding of the superstitious elements in folklore was different. Emphasizing that 
folktales “emerge in every culture, in every time period,” he developed a radically 
different conception of both folklore studies and the relationship between the “barbaric” 
and the “civilized.”  
 In 1932, Xu formed a research group along with Jiang Zhaoyuan (1898–1993), a 
scholar of Folklore and Comparative Religion at Peking University, and two colleagues 
from Yenching, both social scientists working in Folklore Studies, Anthropology, and 
Comparative Religion: Wu Wenzao (吳文藻 1901–1985)—who was Bing Xin’s 
husband—and Huang Huajie (黃華節 b. 1901)23. This group of scholars operated 
separately from the Peking Movement and offered a different idea of folklore research. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22Xu Zhuzhen. “Wo souji mixing e hou de yidian ganxiang” [My Thoughts After Collecting Superstition 
Songs] Geyao zhoukan 1925, (43). Xu Dishan took an opposite approach to this problem. In 1941, Xu 
wrote the first authoritative study of spirit writing (fuji) in China. In the introduction to this study he states 
that what inspired him to write this work was the fact that spirit writing is growing ever more popular in 
China in his time, allegedly touted as an era of science and rationality.  
	  
23Fung Kam Wing, “Xu Dishan (1893–1941) yu shijie zongjiao shi yanjiu—yi Xu shi jiu cang shu zhong 
you guan mo ni jiao yanjiu wenxian wei zhongxin” [Xu Dishan and the Study of World Religion: With a 
Focus on the Authors’ Collected Documents on Manichaeism] Journal of East Asian Cultural Interaction 
Studies, 2010 (3): 81–100.   
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Their leading project was a study entitled A History of Barbarian Life (Yeman shenghuo 
shi). In a call for papers published in Tianjin Da Gongbao to solicit contributions to their 
compendium, Xu wrote a short satiric history of mankind, describing its rise from among 
the animals to dominate nature, leading over the centuries to ever more bitter and 
destructive wars. The grace of science, Xu narrated, has turned into tanks and bombs. 
Life in barbarian societies was in many ways much safer:  “We should never forget that 
‘Man’ originated among the rest of the animals. If Scientists love the term: ‘evolved’ so 
much, then let them have it, it doesn’t change this mere fact.”24 Thus undermining the 
validity of evolution as a frame for understanding human history, A History of Barbarian 
Life aimed to highlight the connections that we have with our past: Is modern medicine 
that different from primitive potions made from animals feces? Is modern jewelry really 
so different from tribal attire? Are habits we perceive as sexually deviant so divorced 
from our modern day infidelities within the institution of marriage? These were the type 
of questions the research group raised.  
Twelve volumes of 100,000 characters each were planned, covering the following 
topics: Consumption of food and narcotics, sexual habits, prostitution, theft, slavery, 
corporeal punishment, murder, medicine, sorcery, superstition, attire and warfare. By 
revealing the strong connections we still have with our barbarian past, Xu concluded, 
“We hope that our work will introduce the true face of what we now term ‘culture’ to the 
layman, so that he knows there is no real difference between African ‘black devils’ (Hei 
tan tuan) and present day humanity which remains ‘barbaric’ or ‘half developed.’”25 This 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24The call for papers is cited in Yuan Hongming. “Bianzuan ‘yeman shenghuo shi’ zhengqiu tonggong de 
xiaoxi” [Information Regarding Soliciting Skilled Collaborators for the Compilation of A History of 
Barbarian Life], Minsu 1(3): 28. 	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last sentence tied together the whole meaning of the project, both politically and 
theoretically. By bringing forth a new definition of culture, A History of Barbarian Life 
aspired to challenge the hierarchical understandings of barbarian/civilized that informed 
and enabled racial inequality. In this respect, Xu Dishan and his colleagues offered a 
radical alternative to the mainstream national and ethnically driven folklore studies of the 
Peking Movement. Whereas the latter focused their efforts on essentializing a uniquely 
Chinese origin and its modern turn away from its superstition-ridden past, Xu Dishan and 
his collaborators employed a comparative view that challenged the boundaries between 
Chinese and Africans, and located the primitive and the superstitious not as objects of 
fantasy or imagined origin, but as part and parcel of modernity.  
This argument that the barbaric is very much present in our modern civilized life 
was foreshadowed in Xu’s definition of religion, which he solidified about a decade 
earlier.  In a 1922 essay titled “The Rise and Fall of Religions,” Xu developed an 
approach to religion as an object of study separate from theology.26 He defined it thus:  
Religion has always been a living thing and cannot be contained within a simple 
fixed definition. All Religions operate throughout history in dynamic cycles of 
creation and destruction, they are not a set of doctrinal truths but a dynamic 
process of dealing with nature.27  
 
Earlier in the essay, Xu invoked the works of Max Müller (1823–1900), 
considered the founding father of the discipline of Comparative Religion. Müller’s initial 
career as a prominent Indologist led him, in tandem with the growing momentum of 
Orientalist scholarship in the Near and Far East, to develop a disciplinary framework for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25Ibid, 32. 	  	  
26Xu Dishan. “Zongjiao de shengzhang yu miewang” [The Rise and Fall of Religions], Dongfang zazhi 
1922, 19(10): 27–42. 	  
 
27Ibid, 29–30. 	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comparative research of religious traditions worldwide. The goal was to define “religion” 
as a universal phenomenon and establish a typology of recognized “world religions.” 
Hinduism was one of the first world religions to be consolidated as such. As Richard 
King illuminates, the tenets of monotheistic traditions—particularly the privileging of 
scriptures over rituals—were used to recognize and assess Hinduism as religion:  
The philosophical orientation of the Upaniṣads and the Gītā seems to have 
appealed to Westerners with a variety of interests and agendas. The texts 
appealed to the anti-clerical and anti-ritualistic sentiments of many Western 
intellectuals and proved amenable to abstraction from their own context via an 
emphasis upon interiority. The allegorization of Vedic ritual found in the 
Upaniṣads could be applied to all religious practices and institutions, proving 
amenable to the growing interest in non-institutionalized forms of ‘spirituality’. 
On the other hand, for Christian missionaries the Upaniṣads could also be used as 
evidence of an incipient monotheism within the Hindu tradition. For the liberal 
Christian this provided a platform for inter-faith dialogue between Christianity 
and Hinduism and a recognition of some commonality between faiths. Max 
Müller, for instance, was interested in the comparability of Indian religion and 
his own liberal version of Christianity and became increasingly preoccupied by 
the possibilities of a ‘Christian Vedānta’ in his later years.28  
 
I cite King at length because his analysis of the impact of Christianity on the formation of 
Orientalist scholarship pertains to the key issues of my own analysis. King highlights the 
central role India played in the spread of Protestant imperialism to Asia at large, 
particularly through the tension between literacy and oral traditions. The modern 
separation between church and state I discussed in Chapter Two facilitated what King 
describes here as a Protestant “emphasis upon interiority.” As Gauri Viswanathan and 
Tracy Fessenden demonstrate, in America and Britain, respectively, when religion was 
relegated to an interior realm of faith (or as interiority was discovered, as Karatani would 
have it), literature became a cultivating mechanism of interiority29. Reading thus became 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28Richard King. Orientalism and Religion. 1999, Routledge, 122. 	  	  
 
29Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold…; Tracy Fessenden, Culture and Redemption…;Karatani Kojin, 
Origins of Modern Japanese Literature… 
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a technique for emotionally disciplining individuals and binding the nation through 
sympathy. New bodies of knowledge such as comparative religion quickly adopted this 
privileging of the written word, thus obliterating material elements such as ritual and oral 
traditions from the (re)construction of Indian religious texts. 
 More recently, Tomoko Masuzawa’s work on the reciprocal relationship between 
comparative religion and philology reveals the intricate ways in which both disciplines 
employed modern positivism to validate an ideal of Western Christian universality30. This 
ideal stipulated the terms and conditions for what could and could not be considered 
“religion” or “language.” In so doing, it also supported and sustained an imperialist world 
order grounded in social Darwinism, according to which certain civilizations evolved to 
be recognized as such while others did not fulfill the “universal” standards of belonging 
to a known religion or linguistic family. Examples abound. One need only glance at the 
preface to Müller’s monumental fifty-volume translation project, Sacred Books of the 
East (1879–1910), referenced by Xu in “The Rise and Fall of Religions”:  
We must try to imagine what the Old Testament would have been, if it had not 
been kept distinct from the Talmud; or the New Testament, if it had been mixed 
up not only with the spurious gospels, but with the records of the wrangling of 
the early Councils, if we wish to understand, to some extent at least, the wild 
confusion of sublime truth with vulgar stupidity that meets us in the pages of the 
Veda, the Avesta, and the Tripitaka. The idea of keeping the original and genuine 
tradition separate from apocryphal accretions was an idea of later growth, that 
could spring up only after the earlier tendency of preserving whatever could be 
preserved of sacred or half-sacred lore, had done its work, and wrought its own 
destruction… If we are once satisfied that the text of the Avesta, or the Veda, or 
the Tripitaka is old and genuine, and that this text formed the foundation on 
which, during many centuries, the religious belief of millions of human beings 
was based, it becomes our duty, both as historians and philosophers, to study 
these books, to try to understand how they could have arisen, and how they could 
have exercised for ages an influence over human beings who in all other respects 
were not inferior to ourselves, nay, whom we are accustomed to look up to on 
many points as patterns of wisdom, of virtue, and of taste… Shall we say then 
that they were forsaken of God, while we are His chosen people? God forbid! 
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There is much, no doubt, in their sacred books which we should tolerate no 
longer, though we must not forget that there are portions in our own sacred 
books, too, which many of us would wish to be absent, which, from the earliest 
ages of Christianity, have been regretted by theologians of undoubted piety, and 
which often prove a stumbling block to those who have been won over by our 
missionaries to the simple faith of Christ.31    
 
The underlying narrative, evident here, of a mutual evolutionary process that impacted 
religions worldwide was one of the core methodological assumptions of comparative 
religion scholars, in the same way that it undergirded the metanarrative of a transfer from 
primitive to civilized in Folklore Studies. Though Müller urged his readers to take any 
religious tradition as valid research material and not shy away from an amalgam of the 
spiritual and the mundane—or, as he terms it, “confusion of the vulgar and the 
sublime”—the premise driving his project forward was the presumption of a historical 
shift away from confusion, towards an enlightened, textually based religion, i.e., the 
Christian faith.   
Xu Dishan, however, proposed a different understanding of religion, and we can 
now investigate further the meaning of the definition I cited above:  
Religion has always been a living thing and cannot be contained within a simple 
fixed definition. All Religions operate throughout history in dynamic cycles of 
creation and destruction, they are not a set of doctrinal truths but a dynamic 
process of dealing with nature.  
 
This definition certainly aimed to encapsulate religions as historical instances with 
universal commonalities. In this sense, it fits the premises of comparative religion. But 
the resemblance ends there. For, in Xu’s view, religions do not evolve so much as operate 
in cycles of creation and destruction: we see the same functions constantly appear when a 
new religion is born, and disappear when a religion is no longer practiced. Indeed, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31Max Müller. “Preface to the Sacred Books of the East” Internet Sacred Texts Archive, xv-xvi; xix; 
xxxvii. My emphases. http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/sbe01/sbe01002.htm accessed July 17, 2013.   	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title of the essay plays on this tension. The narrative of “rise and fall” is not a linear story 
of human development as it was for Müller. Instead, Xu’s reference to a story of “rise and 
fall” should be understood in the plural, even though Chinese does not make a clear cut 
distinction between singular and plural in this case. Religions do not evolve from the 
primitive, the ritualistic, and the superstitious into scripture-based faiths. Rather, the 
history of religions is a cyclical history, revealing the repetition of certain elements that, 
in ancient as well as modern times, share one thing in common: an attempt to mediate 
between man and that which is beyond his control. Departing from both his own training 
and prevailing cultural and scholarly trends, Dishan rejected an Orientalist-evolutionary 
narrative and, likewise, did not participate in the fervent search for an authentic Han 
nationality—a search that similarly located folk religious practices as a primitive stage 
from which China had to emerge.   
A year after the publication of “The Rise and Fall of Religions,” Xu published an 
essay, based on a lecture he gave at Tsinghua university, titled “What Kind of Religion 
Do We Want?”32 Here, Xu took his definition of religion further, extending it into a plan 
suitable for the task of modernizing China. Xu drafted eight guidelines that a new 
religion for China should follow: 1) This religion must facilitate the practice of good 
deeds on a day-to-day level without too much effort33; 20) The masses must constantly 
modify and augment this religion (yao qunzhong xiuxi de zongjiao): “An individual 
sitting alone in his room ascetically practicing is not what we need.” 3) The religion must 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32Xu Dishan. Women yao sheme yang de zongjiao [What Kind of Religion Do We Need] Chen bao fu juan 
April 4, 1923. Cited here from Xu Dishan sanwen jingdian quanji 2003, Shidai wenyi chubanshe, 245–249. 	  
 
33“乃是要人在日常生活中，不多費氣力，就可以去作的善業”. Xu is using the Buddhist term shan ye- 
which I translated as good deeds. Alongside bu shan ye and fei shan fei bu shan ye, meaning bad deeds and 
deeds which are neither good nor bad, the three compose the Buddhist san ye the three types of deeds that 
represent all activities performed by the body (shen) mouth (kou) and will (yi).	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possess a strong ethical sentiment (daode qingcao); 4) It must embody a scientific spirit 
expressed in knowledge and investigation of the material world, so that accurate faith 
may be based on accurate knowledge; 5) It must have a rich emotional foundation, since 
every sentiment is comprised of an emotive force, which propels people into action; 6) It 
must display a universal nature (shijie xingzhi) to reflect the human heart’s 
communicative ability (jiaotong de keneng); 7) It must emphasize immanent life instead 
of the afterlife; and finally, 8) The new religion must conform to reason (He yu qingli) to 
complement its emotional foundation.  
Compared to the various theological approaches I examined in previous 
chapters—from the indigenization of Christianity to belief in the divine nature of 
poetry—Xu Dishan raised the most radical proposal. If, as Wang Tongzhao suggested, 
the opening of the May 4th literary imagination to Indian spirituality expanded previous 
definitions of religion that were based on imperialist monotheistic grounds, Xu Dishan 
pushed these boundaries both politically and aesthetically. Trained as a scholar of 
comparative religion and a folklorist, Xu critiqued the colonial legacy of his education by 
envisioning a different fate for religion in the modern era. Against an evolutionary 
narrative culminating in religions of the book, Xu posited cycles of material existence in 
which creation and destruction were grounded not in eternal scriptures but in the 
everyday practices of the masses. These cycles enabled Xu to imagine a religion capable 
of constant adaptation and renewal because it was not bound to a particular doctrine. Xu 
shared his contemporaries’ belief that religion facilitates a spiritual communicative 
function grounded in emotional stimulation, but he departed from the premise that only 
private faith mediated through written texts enables the construction of interiority. Instead, 
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Xu Dishan devised an idea of religion that recognized the place of the material, the 
superstitious, and the mundane in the religious life of modern Chinese society. Though 
this essay did not lead to the founding of a new religious order, Xu’s short draft for a 
modern-day Chinese religion nevertheless testifies to his ongoing commitment to 
critiquing institutions of colonial knowledge, first and foremost the notion of progress as 
linear. Upholding practice rather than scripture and emphasizing cross-cultural 
storytelling and rituals, Xu conceptualized religion as a dynamic survival mechanism in 
both his scholarship and his fiction.    
 Cyclical Realism: Life as Web      
In the same year that “The Rise and Fall of Religions” was published, Xu Dishan 
published a short story titled Web Mending Spider (zhui wang laozhu) in Fiction Monthly. 
The story centers around a Chinese Christian convert who is persecuted by her local 
church, disengages from it, and sets out to Malaya on a spiritual quest. The story opens 
with a short rhyme, which the protagonist later cites to describe her life: 
I am like a spider. Fate is my web. The spider gobbles down every insect, 
whether poisonous or not, and then goes back to weave. The first gossamer that 
he weaves will be blown away by the wind, no one knows how far. But he will 
wait to patch it up with something, anything, and then his web will be complete 
once more.34  
 
Mao Dun, who during that time served as editor of Fiction Monthly, made the following 
comment:  
The Web Mending Spider by Xu Dishan at first glance reads like a story about a 
religious believer, but I surmise that this story actually embodies the tragedy of 
human life trapped in the web of fate, whereas one will not necessarily fulfill his 
expectations even if he works hard. But this view of fate is different from the 
determinism advocated by naturalism, for it harbors a spirit of relentless 
struggle.35  
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35Shen Yangbing, “Zuihou yiye” [The Final Page], Xiaoshuo Yuebao, 1922, 13(2). 	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Indeed, the spider web as a metaphor for the course of life exemplifies a radically 
different rationale than the linear evolutionary narrative that characterized realist and 
naturalist fiction. Xu’s take on religion thus ushered in a different type of realism than the 
preferred trend in 1920s and 1930s China. As discussed in Chapter Three, evolutionary 
theory informed the rise and spread of realist fiction within modern Chinese literature. 
The task of revealing social realities in which only the fittest survive was perceived as the 
road to enlightenment and change, and the vitally important task of nationalist literature. 
But despite being an active member of the privileged circles of Chinese intelligentsia, Xu 
Dishan steered away from literary realism that depicted the weaker members of society as 
on a one-way track to their own extinction. Instead, he offered something different: a 
view of life that showed society’s most oppressed members—lower-class, illiterate 
women—as sustaining a circular web-like structure through their everyday rituals, like 
the storyteller who tells the same stories every evening, passed down from generation to 
generation, yet modified as she goes along.   
 My point here is not that the rest of China’s Republican-period authors were all 
blinded by some kind of colonial evolutionary reasoning that dictated a flat linear 
description of life in fiction. The complicated, fraught relationship between Chinese 
realist fiction and its evolutionary premises has been illuminated by other scholars, and 
Lydia Liu’s analysis of the quintessential realist novel in Republican-era literature—
Camel Xiangzi by Lao She— is an important case in point. Liu examines the ways in 
which Lao She constructs a formal strategy whereby realism hinges upon a rickshaw 
puller named Camel Xiangzi and his drive for financial profit as a mode of survival. 
Defining Xiangzi as Homo Economicus, Liu depicts the subtlety by which labor and 
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capital move the narrative forward. Xiangzi’s struggles to own and manage his own 
rickshaw-pulling business stem from his desire to utilize the capitalist system’s promise 
of individuality, economic freedom, and social mobility. At the same time, Xiangzi 
distrusts the modern banking system and insists on physically carrying his silver dollars 
on his person, which time and time again results in him losing his means of livelihood. 
Caught between traditional and modern concepts of production and accumulation, 
Xiangzi’s demise represents a complex form of literary realism that departs from a mere 
“transparent representation of social facts” to become “an interpretative act” of the 
exploitative capitalist system, which deems the lower social classes in a rapidly changing 
urban environment as destined to perish.36  
Like Lao She and other authors of the May 4th generation, Xu Dishan was 
committed to portraying the real lives of common people. In his fiction, life is depicted as 
a circular, perpetual act of mending one’s fate. The image of the spider web captured this 
perfectly, with its simultaneous reliance on line (the single gossamer creating the web), 
but also patching, repetition, and circulation for its expansion and progress. This view of 
realism was deeply informed by Xu Dishan’s definition of religion, grounded in the 
fundamental importance of rituals in everyday life in antiquity as in modernity.   
The role of religion in Xu’s fiction is usually studied in one of two ways, both of 
which are representative of the study of religion and modern Chinese literature. Some 
scholars attempt to pinpoint which tradition was most influential on his work—Daoism, 
Christianity, or Buddhism.37 Others frame religion as a bearer of spirituality that infuses 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36Lydia Liu, Translingual Practice…103–128. 	  
 
37Most of these works come from scholars of Sino-Christian relations and strive to validate Xu Dishan’s 
identity as an avid Christian, who believed that Christianity is the answer to China’s ails. For example: 
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the narrative with a “religious sensibility,” (zongjiao secai), leading the reader to develop 
his own sense of “humanism” (rendao zhuyi) and transcend the political and material 
aspects of their own life.38 The lingering question, nonetheless, is: how exactly does 
religion infuse Xu’s narratives on a thematic and/or structural level? Why is religion 
important? By making a connection between Xu’s training in Folklore Studies and his 
work on Comparative Religion, I argue that Xu was interested not in the tenets of any 
particular religion per se, nor in transcendental spirituality. Rather, religion has an  
operative function in Xu’s fiction, working through so-called “primitive” rituals and their 
omnipresence in the modern era. In The Merchant’s Wife we saw how Xi Guan 
appropriates the scriptures, shifts religious identities, and negotiates her fate through the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Yang Jianlong. “Lun Jidujiao wenhua yu Bing Xin, Xu Dishan xiaoshuo de xushi moshi” [A Study of 
Christian Culture and Narrative Pattern in Bing Xin and Xu Dishan’s Fiction] Zhongguo bijiao wenxue 
2009, 76: 52-60; Chan Wai-Keung. Jidujiao yu zhongguo zongjiao xiangyu: Xu Dishan yanjiu [Christianity 
Meets the Chinese Religions: A Case Study of Xu Dishan] PhD Dissertation, 2002, Department of Religion 
and Theology, The Chinese University of Hong Kong; Zhang Juan. “Xu Dishan goujian de jidujiao wenhua 
xingxiang” [Xu Dishan’s Structuring of Christian Culture Imagery] Dongjing wenxue 2010, 8.    
 
38For example, Yang Jianlong. Kuang ye de hu sheng: zhong guo xiandai zuojia yu jidujiao wenhua…; 
Wang Chengxia. “Wenxue jingshen yu zongjiao qinghuai de xietiao rongtong: lun Xu Dishan de xiaoshuo 
chuangzuo” [Harmonious Synthesis of Literary Spirituality and Religious Sentiment: An Analysis of Xu 
Dishan’s Fictional Works] Journal of Jinan University  2011, 155: 75-58; Liu Xiaowei. “Zai zhong xi 
wenhua jia ceng zhong ben zou ling cheng de zhongguo xintu” [The Chinese Believer Betwixt and 
Between Western and Chinese Cultures] Journal of Fujian Normal University (Philosophy and Social 
Sciences Edition) 2011, 170: 62-69. See also Song Yiqiao in the introduction to Xu Dishan lingsui 
xiaoshuo (1996, Shanghai wenyi chubanshe) who argues that Xu was not a political author at all, but one 
who excelled in bringing out the most rich of human spirit in his stories. Another example of this approach 
can be found in an essay by Chen Pingyuan titled “An Analysis of Religious Color in Fiction by Su 
Manshu and Xu Dishan”. Chen argues that Xu’s contribution to modern Chinese literature lies not in 
developing narrative structure or unique characters, but rather in employing what he terms a “secularization 
of religion”, by transforming religion from an outward appearance such as churchgoing, to an internalized 
emotion, facilitating narrative representation of love, longing and nostalgia. These, in turn, infuse the reader 
with hope and spiritual strength: “ The crux lies in how to adopt mystical (shenmi) religious personal 
experience (tiyan) in order to the transcend human experience in its limitedness, explore the infinite 
mystery of life and death, and thus purify the soul, assuage one’s melancholy and arrive at a peaceful, 
composed and harmonious state…by borrowing religious philosophy, [Xu] does not lead one into a denial 
of corporeal reality, but to adopt a composed/balanced (pingheng) state of mind, purify his emotions and 
strengthen his will to live, and his desire for action (Xingdong). This is the unique color of religion in Xu 
Dishan’s works” Chen Pingyuan. “Lun Su Manshu Xu Dishan xiaoshuo de zongjiao secai” [An Analysis of 
Religious Color in Fiction by Su Manshu and Xu Dishan] Zhongguo xiandai wenxue yanjiu congkan, 1984, 
3: 17.  
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personalization of rituals and scriptures of the two monotheistic religions to which she 
converts. Her path is anything but linear and determinist: it is amenable, subject to 
change, and shaped not by an evolutionary rationale but by her particular way of 
engaging with texts and reading. Xi Guan’s re-telling stories of the scriptures and her 
invocation of folktales and proverbs locate literacy as a means to question the truth 
claims of doctrinal scriptures.  
Xu continued to develop these ideas throughout his literary career. In 1934, his 
engagement with literacy and personalized rituals was brought to a crescendo in a short 
story that is regarded by many as his best work.  
Text as Paper: Rejecting Literacy and Surviving the Everyday  
Chun Tao tells the story of three refugees: Chun Tao, Liu Xianggao, and Li Mao, 
who escape their hometown in Liaoning province after the 1931 Japanese invasion of 
Manchuria and find themselves in Beijing. Chun Tao and Li Mao married on the day of 
the invasion and were separated during the flight out of Shenyang. A few years later they 
chance upon each other again in Beijing. Since initially joining the insurgent forces, Li 
Mao has turned into an beggar, having lost his legs in a battlefield accident. Chun Tao 
has been living with another man, Xianggao, and has been making a living by collecting 
and selling waste paper. Chun Tao and Xianggao’s relationship is shaken by her lawful 
husband’s return. Chun Tao decides to take Li Mao in, and all three of them live in the 
same household. The narrative revolves around this strange family structure—an ad-hoc 
set-up dictated by the conditions of war—and the ways the characters negotiate its terms.  
The problem of marriage as a form of possession comes up in the text numerous 
times, from the first dialog between Chun Tao and Xianggao in the opening of the story. 
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“Wife!” Xianggao welcomes Chun Tao, “you came home late today!” to which Chun Tao 
quickly responds: “I already told you, don’t call me wife!”39 This type of exchange is 
repeated throughout the text, not just in arguments over the definition of the relationship, 
but also in debating the meaning and significance of documents and official labels. When 
Xianggao presents Chun Tao with the Hukou (household registration) papers requiring 
them to fill out a relationship status, she disregards the papers as non-applicable to their 
situation, hence not worthy of submitting.  
The narration of the text mirrors Chun Tao’s refusal to be boxed in a category 
dictated by social norms. Though Chun Tao and Xianggao sleep in the same kang, the 
narrative remains vague as far as the reality of actual sexual relations taking place. 
Xianggao and Chun Tao’s intimacy is expressed in other ways: 
From dusk to dawn, she would brave the scorching sun or freezing wind all 
covered in dust. Partial as she was to cleanliness ever since she was born, she 
would wash herself thoroughly everyday when she came back home. Xianggao 
was the one who fetched the water.40  
 
The allusion here to the Christian rite of foot-washing is meaningful. John 13:1-17 
mentions Jesus washing the feet of his disciples: “If I then, your lord and teacher, have 
washed your feet, you also have to wash one another’s feet,” but here water fetching is 
not a symbolic act of devotion nor a rite marking faith in the holy Christ. For Chun Tao, 
washing up after a laborious day becomes an everyday ritual. It demonstrates  
compassion and love not between a lord and his disciples but between two lower-class 
refugees. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39Xu Dishan, “Chun Tao”, in Lingyi xiaoshuo…153.   	  	  
 
40Ibid, 152. 	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 Known to everyone on the street as “Aunty Liu the wastepaper collector,” Chun 
Tao comes up with the idea to utilize the mountains of waste generated by the war to 
make a living exchanging paper for light-matches. Xianggao, who is literate, sorts the 
piles of paper in the evenings. Often, he chances upon rare Qing documents, which yield 
a handsome fee when sold to collectors, in comparison to the waste paper sold by weight. 
The streets of Beijing in the 1930s were filled with migrants and refugees such as Chun 
Tao, all searching for means of livelihood. Paper collectors, usually women and young 
boys were a common sight on the streets of Beijing, selling the waste paper for reuse in 
manufacturing course paper, or exchanging paper for matches.41 This form of labor 
becomes an important meaning-making device in the story.   
Whereas in Merchant’s Wife, Xi Guan’s acquisition of literacy in three different 
languages raises the problem of textual meaning by way of the protagonist’s 
appropriation and personalization of sacred texts, in Chun Tao, wastepaper collecting 
undermines the very notion of literacy as a salvation technique. For Xianggao, the value 
of Hukou papers and marriage certificate papers lies in the meaning of the text printed on 
them; but for Chun Tao, who refuses to learn how to read, paper is worth its value in 
weight. For both characters, wastepaper—in Chinese, paper with printed text on it (lan zi 
zhi)—becomes a product with a price tag, a means of livelihood. Valued in both Chinese 
and Judeo-Christian traditions as bearing sacred messages, in Xu’s story literacy and its 
paper medium are framed instead by the material conditions of everyday imperatives. 
The Hukou document and the marriage certificate, representatives of the word of the law, 
are demoted in Chun Tao’s reasoning to the same status as wastepaper sold by the pound.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41For an analysis of the economic, social, and cultural transformation Beijing went through during the 
Nanjing decade (1928–1937) see Madeleine Dong Yue, Republican Beijing: The City and Its Histories 
2003, University of California Press. 	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The narrative is hypersensitive to economic issues and emphasizes the material 
aspects of survival that structure the storytelling strategy as well. Prices, commodities, 
and value come up again and again throughout the text—a typical strategy in realist 
fiction.42 The prices of different products are constantly mentioned, as is the revenue 
potential of different locations: “Anything that is thrown out in the Forbidden City area is 
excellent. The wastepaper found by schools and foreign companies is not a sure bet: its 
heavy, it smells and the profit it yields is unstable-one can never [really] make a profit.”43 
Depictions of Chun Tao’s appearance are also commodified, mediated through the gaze 
of the male characters in the story:44  
She changed into blue pants and a white top. Wearing no makeup, her face still 
radiated with natural beauty. If she were to consent to a marriage, a matchmaker 
would quote her price in no less than a hundred and eighty. 
 
On one of the walls [in Chun Tao and Xianggao’s room] was a tobacco company 
advertisement, reading: ‘It’s just better’ (haishi ta hao). If Chun Tao were to take 
off her tattered hat, she wouldn’t even need to wear something from Ruifuxiang45 
or one of those Shanghai tailor shops, she could just pick up a rundown qipao 
that went out of style, sit on a patch of grass somewhere and look exactly like 
that modern girl in the add. Xianggao always joked that this is her picture they 
have up there.46 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42Marston Anderson, The Limits of Realism… 24. 	  	  
 
43Xu Dishan, “Chun Tao”…156. 	  	  
 
44I am using the term focalization in the sense defined by Rimmon-Kenan in Narrative Fiction (2002, 
Routledge): “The story is presented in the text through the mediation of some ‘prism’, ‘perspective’, ‘angle 
of vision’, verbalized by the narrator though not necessarily his. Following Genette (1972), I call this 
mediation ‘focalization’ ” (72).   	  	  
 
45Ruifuxiang is a famous silk garments shop in Beijing, in business since 1862. 	  	  
 
46Xu Dishan. “Chun Tao”…154–155, 158.        	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It thus becomes clear that when Chun Tao refuses to fill out her relationship status 
as “married” in the Hukou registration papers, she is refusing to put a price tag on her 
person. Unlike Xi Guan, Chun Tao is rarely quoted in direct speech. Yet, the tension 
created on the narrative level between the narrator’s commodified depictions and the 
character’s resistance to having price tags and official documents define her status, evoke 
a similar relation to literacy and textual meaning in this story and in The Merchant’s Wife. 
Whereas in Merchant’s Wife scriptures lose their sacred status when they are reshaped, 
and stories such as that of the fig tree or the star Venus are transformed into personalized 
rituals of everyday survival, in Chun Tao textual meaning is radically undermined 
altogether. Chun Tao views paper as a source of income rather than a source of meaning, 
and reframes her own illiteracy as not a hindrance on the way to liberation, but a 
profound critique of the way textual meaning is manipulated for establishing ownership.  
This becomes more apparent when Chun Tao, on one of her daily work routes, 
bumps into her lawfully wedded husband, Li Mao, now a cast-off war veteran and an 
amputee, and decides to let him live with her and Xianggao. When Li Mao protests the 
proposed arrangement, claiming that he will be mocked as a cuckold, Chun Tao snaps: 
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“A Cuckold?! The rich and powerful may worry about becoming cuckolds. But you? 
What are you famous for? No one will even remember you after you are gone, what does 
being a cuckold or not being a cuckold matter? Now, I am who I am, what I do cannot 
disgrace you”. “But we are husband and wife!” Li Mao exclaims. “You know the saying, 
‘even a one night marriage merits a hundred days of joy.’”  “I wouldn’t know anything 
about no hundred days of joy,” Chun Tao retorts.  She elaborates:  
You do the math; many hundreds of days of joy are already long gone since we 
got married. In the past four, five years we both had no idea where the other was. 
I never imagined that I could meet you here. I was alone, had to eke out a living, 
and needed someone to help out. We [myself and Xianggao] have been living 
together for several years. Calling it conjugal love would naturally be unfair and 
mean to you. I took you in today because my father and your father were close, 
and we come from the same village. But if you call me your wife I wouldn’t have 
anything to do with you. You can try suing me but you might just lose.47  
  
Reinforcing her independence from a conventional marital system, Chun Tao devises a 
financial plan to make the new family system work:  
I have been thinking we need an extra hand around here for a while now. Luckily, 
Mao showed up. He cannot walk so he will stay and run things around the house 
like sorting out the wastepaper. You will handle the selling, and I will continue 
collecting. We will open a company, all three of us.48         
    
 In her acknowledgment of each household member’s capabilities for production, Chun 
Tao rationalizes the new arrangement she is proposing, calling it “a company” instead of 
“a family” to emphasize its potential economic advantages. By constructing a model of 
co-dependence—which is a business model, to be sure, but one that also provides a home 
and a shared bed for the three refugees—Chun Tao challenges traditional models of 
polygamy, as well as the modern model of one wife, one husband, which May 4th 
reformers struggled to uphold.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47Ibid, 163. 	  	  
 
48Ibid, 167. 	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When both Xianggao and Li Mao experience difficulties accepting the new 
arrangement, the two men discuss selling Chun Tao to Xiang Gao. Unlike Xi Guan who 
is sold and has no choice but to accept her new life, new Muslim attire, and a new 
language, Chun Tao rejects this outside imposition: she tears the bill of sale to shreds. 
Frustrated, Xianggao leaves without any explanation. Chun Tao, saddened and disturbed 
by his departure, responds the only way she knows how, by continuing her arduous daily 
routine. When she returns home that day, she finds Xianggao welcoming her, regretful, 
and willing to accept the new living arrangement: “I cannot leave you, nothing is 
complete without you.” As Chun Tao enters the room to join the two men and the new 
family that has finally been agreed upon, life goes back to the routine: 
 She went inside without speaking, took off her hat and performed her daily 
baptism (xing ta mei ri de xili). After that, they all talked business under the 
gourd shed. The possibility that Xianggao would rent a booth in the market to 
sell wastepaper from the Forbidden city area came up, and they also discussed 
moving to a larger house.  
 
As night draws near and the story ends, life resumes its course: “The courtyard was quiet. 
Only the scent of roses still lingered in the air. From the small room one could hear the 
same old ‘wife’ and ‘I don’t like this! I am not your wife!’ dialog.”49   
This closing paragraph ties together the themes of the text at large. The repetitive 
nature of Chun Tao’s life—labor by day, rest by night—is epitomized in her daily 
bathing, described as a personal ritual. We notice that “daily baptism” is a contradiction 
in terms: baptism is meant to be taken only once, to mark the singular event of one’s 
taking on the word of God. The term “baptism” (xili) was a new term in Chinese, first 
appearing in the 1919 Union Version Bible translation. A reader at the time would likely 
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have noticed this term and found its appearance strange in a text that does not otherwise 
mention religion explicitly. Xu Dishan depicts the daily cleansing as a ceremonial act, a 
spiritual respite after a long day of toil tied to intimacy with a loved one fetching the 
water. The story closes the same way it opened— “I am not your wife.” In the beginning 
of the story, this statement reads as a angry retort, but by the end, when Chun Tao 
manages to assert her own definition of family, thereproach reads as a soft, jab, one that 
is part of the daily cycle of making a living.  
Similar to The Merchant’s Wife but even more forcefully, Chun Tao demonstrates 
a type of realism that differs from the developmental narratives of May 4th literature. A 
female Manchurian refugee such as Chun Tao should have lost the battle for survival by 
the conventions of evolutionary realism. But the protagonist in this story, painstakingly 
detailed in its descriptions of the everyday life of the lower classes in a particular 
historical period, emerges not only as a survivor but as the creative and agentic designer 
of her own survival. Like Xi Guan, Chun Tao’s path is not a linear one: she repeats the 
same route, collecting papers that get recycled again and again, and engages in the same 
conversations, the same daily bath that is granted a position of ritual. But whereas Xi 
Guan appropriates sacred textual meaning to meet her own needs, Chun Tao rejects 
textual meaning all together. In both stories the function of religion as personalized 
rituals is epitomized in how the rituals offer the women ways of coping with life’s 
hardships. This is not a proposition for religious conversion to achieve spiritual salvation 
through faith, nor is religion cast as a bearer of enlightenment and liberation through 
education as some scholars have argued. 50  Rather, Xu’s fiction demonstrates his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50See for example Steven L. Riep, “Religion Reconsidered: Redemption and Women’s Emancipation in 
Xu Dishan’s The Merchant’s Wife and Yuguan”, Literature and Belief, 2004,24(1,2).   	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definition of religion as “a dynamic process of dealing with nature.” His protagonists 
negotiate their fate—whether it entails forced marriage, violence, poverty or war. They 
devaluate the sanctity of the written word, be it scriptures or official documents, and 
create their own life stories: a female Robinson or a non-wife with two husbands. Though 
in Chun Tao religion is not addressed as explicitly or thematically as in Merchant’s Wife, 
both texts center around a process of dealing with life’s hardships and exemplify Xu’s 
privileging of everyday rituals: gazing at the star Venus or cleansing the body of street 
dust. These short stories evoke a cyclical pattern, a spider’s web woven and patched as 
needed, again and again, as the repeating structure of life.  
Fine Silk and Coarse Threads 
Published in 1921 and 1934, The Merchant Wife and Chun Tao inhabit important 
temporal junctures of Republican-era literature. The first is the heyday of the May 4th 
Movement’s thematic exploration of foreign literature, countries, and myths (Yu Dafu’s 
Sinking and Guo Moruo’s Goddess were published in the same year). The second is the 
cusp of the second Sino-Japanese war—a period in which literature focused on portraying 
local experience of subsistence and oppression under global capitalism and imperialist 
pursuits (Mao Dun’s Spring Silkworms and Lao She’s Camel Xiangzi are good examples, 
published two years before and two years after Chun Tao). Between these two works, in 
1925, Xu published a collection of informal short essays titled Timely Rain in the Empty 
Mountain (kong shan ling yu).51 The essays vary from personal reflections upon minute 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51I translate Ling as “timely” here to highlight a sense of “timely rain” as good rain, the kind that people 
pray for in times of draught. Ling carries multiple meanings in Chinese, among them spiritual, benevolent, 
skillful and efficacious. It is also part of the compound Linghun, a Buddhist term meaning soul or spirit. 
Xu’s title utilizes a tension between the natural and the supernatural that “timely rain” evokes: timely 
meaning both seasonal rain and divine rain sent at the right time to benefit the people.   	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details of everyday life and childhood memories, to more profound contemplations on the 
meaning of love and attachment and the ephemerality of matter. One of these impressions, 
The Old Lady Mending Clothes, crystallizes the range of female protagonists we meet in 
Xu’s fiction—from storytellers to laborers—all while revealing the author’s perception of 
what it means to compose literature.  
It begins:  
She sat by the eaves. Not noticing the fine drops of rain gathering in the wrinkles 
that stretched across her face, she rearranged her basket. In the basket, fine silk 
pieces were mixed together with coarse threads and cloth bits. Not for a second 
did she pay attention to the thin drops beating down her head, face and body as 
she guarded the more exquisite fabric pieces from the rain.52  
 
A majestic old lady, her face like arid land finally watered by the delicate rain, is engaged 
in the mundane task of rearranging her valuables. This spiritually charged picture, an 
epitome of Mother Earth, or a peaceful Bodhisattva uninterrupted by the rain, is disrupted 
almost immediately when it is revealed that this divine-seeming serenity is the earthly 
reality of prior concerns, in this case, protecting one’s livelihood. Two neighborhood kids, 
who nickname the lady “the clothes surgeon,” arrive back from school. One of them asks 
her: “Doctor, how come you only use the fabric in the basket to mend other people’s 
clothes and not your own? Look, there is a big hole right there on your shoulder!” The 
old lady offers a smiling reply and demonstrates a savvy understanding of the work of 
metaphors: “Sharp eyes! I was in such a hurry this morning that I did not sew this patch; I 
only pasted it with some glue and planned to mend the hole properly in the evening. 
Little did I know that the rain would tear it off! Well, since I am, as you say, a surgeon of 
clothes, I don’t worry when my own clothes get sick!”  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52Xu Dishan. “Bu po yi de lao fu ren” [The Old Lady Mending Clothes] Cited here from Kong shan ling yu: 
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From this point, the conversation develops the metaphor of surgery further and 
turns into a discussion of the meaning of textual work. The older brother says: “Our 
father collects fine documents for his manuscript. He is the same as you, always flipping 
and rearranging, he…” “He is a different kind of surgeon!” the little brother interrupts. 
“Children, you are both right,” replies the old lady. “Your father cherishes the document 
fragments in his booklets as I treasure my own pieces of fine silk. He gathers interesting 
thoughts from various places to use in time of need, and then sows them together to make 
a new idea. The only thing that is different is that he uses his head and I use my fingers.” 
At this point the children’s father emerges and adds: “Lady, you are absolutely right. We 
are the same you and I, both of us seek and gather nothing but scraps, bits to use in 
mending a cotton padded jacket.”53  
At stake here is a notion of writing, grounded in the very ancient etymology of the 
Latin textere (weaving) and the Chinese wen (a grid). This otherwise rather broadly used 
analogy of weaving to literary composition is subtly, yet crucially, modified by Xu to 
highlight repetition instead of creation. Textual work, the threading together of ideas or 
pieces of silk, is emphasized here as a reparative process—sowing bits and pieces to one 
another, and most importantly, constantly mending the extant. The equation of illiterate 
patching to scholarly editing is much more than an empty metaphor or a gesture towards 
the lower classes. This notion of writing as a labor of patching and mending locates 
composition as a practice of repetition, rather than innovation. The trope of patching, 
epitomized in an old lady who mends clothes or the spider that mends its web, evokes the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53Ibid, 57. 	  	  
	   210	  
same circularity that characterizes religion and, as such, informs the lives of Xu’s 
protagonists.  
Who is this clothes surgeon, this old lady who sews pieces of fabric to one 
another and weaves stories about mending and healing to recite to young children? Is she 
an incarnation of the old Bengali women whose evening rituals of storytelling so 
captivated Xu and prompted him to translate Folktales of Bengal? Is she simply a drifter 
and an illiterate refugee preoccupied with material subsistence? Or a Bodhisattva, 
simultaneously residing in the mundane desert of human existence and blessed by 
heavenly rain?  
In the preface to the Folktales of Bengal, after delineating a typology of narrative 
patterns and recurrent themes, Xu comments on how folktales almost always result in 
punishment for the evil characters, and reward in the form of marriage and child-bearing 
for the good characters: “almost all of them end in a perfectly satisfactory reunion.”54 Yet, 
Xu’s stories never end with a conventional happy reunion. This is so for the stories I have 
examined here, but also in many others, where the ending is left open: a journey the 
characters embark on continues beyond the boundaries of the narrative, questions 
involving relationships usually remain unresolved. Far from mere coincidence or 
evidence of poor narrative craftsmanship, as some critics have argued,55 I suggest this 
aspect of Xu’s writing reflects his broader understanding of life and the meaning of 
literature and religion within it. Xu’s analysis of religions’ cyclical ritualistic patterns led 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54Xu Dishan. Mengjiala minjian gushi… 10.  
 
55See for example Chen Pingyuan’s aforementioned essay “Lun Su Manshu Xu Dishan xiaoshuo de 
zongjiao secai”. I argue that the fact many of Xu’s short stories remain open ended—two more known 
examples are After Dusk (Huanghun hou 1921) and Yu Guan (1939)—cannot be written off merely as 
sloppy narrative work, and should be accounted for as a purposeful move.  
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him to perceive folklore not as the remnant of a bygone era, but as a key to revealing the 
permanent logic of life, in both antiquity and modernity: the duality of repetition and 
change. Building on, yet moving away from colonially informed premises of comparative 
religion scholarship, Xu’s understanding of religion shaped his literary work. His realism 
constructs life not through linear Darwinism but through multiple circular mending and 
unending journeys, many spouses, retold stories, piles of papers, pieces of fabric, and 
daily rituals. His is a circularity that is repetitive but never formulaic. Xu’s protagonists 
embody the endurance of folklore, modified in ways that escape a traditional “perfectly 
satisfactory reunion.”  
The stories of Xi Guan and Chun Tao challenge the view—shared by groups as 
diverse as missionaries and Marxist revolutionaries in modern China—that literacy is a 
liberation technology. This move to empty literacy of its promise of redemption from a 
life of toil and poverty departs from the Folklore Movement’s fetishizing of oral 
traditions as the locus of original national sentiment.56 With older, uneducated female 
protagonists whose ideologies remain subtly phrased in ritual terms, Xu thoroughly 
critiqued an imperialist epistemology that explored the “barbaric” only in order to 
celebrate the evolution of mankind to (Western) civilization. Reading and writing to 
explore transregional folklore, Xu Dishan was intrigued by Lal Behari Day’s depiction of 
Bengali traditions as well as by Tagore’s ideal of Asian solidarity (His letter to his wife 
after a visit to Tagore’s school is discussed in chapter four). But Xu’s critique went one 
step further by rejecting completely not just the equation of “religion” with “monotheism,” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56For an illuminating discussion on the fashioning of the Chinese folk as the repository of both a core of 
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Congwen see Haiyan Lee, “The Other Chinese: Romancing the Folk in May Fourth Native Soil Fiction”, 
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but also the very distinction between (eastern) spirituality and (western) materialism, 
which was conceived in India as result of a long negotiation with modern, ostensibly 
Christian frames of thought.  
Modern Chinese literature was deeply engaged with representing the dilemmas of 
women caught between traditional patriarchy and modern possibilities, though few other 
male authors (if any) featured female protagonists in a majority of their works. Much has 
been written on Chinese modern literature’s portrayal of female oppression as a symbol 
of both China’s backwardness and its hope for redemption through women’s liberation.57 
More recently, Lee Haiyan has compellingly tied the Folklore Movement to the 
production of women as emotional agents via the May 4th project of emancipation. 
Doubly oppressed as slaves to men who were themselves slaves of the Confucian social 
and familial structures, women’s fundamental lack of access to political power 
throughout Chinese history has rendered them, in the eyes of Folklore Movement 
members, an embodiment of pristine sentimentality, untainted by ideology or politics—
arenas from which women were historically excluded. Viewing written language as a 
façade obscuring real primordial emotions, which can only be excavated via oral 
traditions (a legacy of European Folklore research), the Chinese Folklore Movement 
downplayed and often times glossed over the origin of many legends and songs in ritual 
practices. Brushing aside ritualistic elements, Lee argues, enabled folklorists to analyze 
female figures in folktales and folksongs for the purpose of discovering a hidden 
sentimental fountain bubbling under the veneer of the feudal Confucian culture. The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57A few examples of many are Rey Chow, Woman and Chinese Modernity: The Politics of Reading 
Between East and West, 1991, University of Minnesota Press; Tani Barlow (ed), Gender Politics in Modern 
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figure of the emotional woman could thus provide a role model for creating a “national 
community of sympathy.”58   
Committed to revealing the simultaneity of barbarity and civilization in 
modernity, Xu Dishan and his colleagues posed an alternative to the Folklore Movement. 
The premises that guided such projects as The History of Barbarian Life defined ritual 
and emotions as interlinked and inseparable. In both The Merchant’s Wife and Chun Tao, 
rituals actually stimulate emotions: the daily baptism ignites Chun Tao’s affection to 
Xiang Gao, folk beliefs told to abate physical pain deepen the love Xi Guan feels for 
Akolima. Appropriating rituals as techniques for surviving the challenges of the modern 
world, these illiterate, disobedient female worshippers shed new light on the larger 
question of women’s liberation in Chinese literature of the 1920s and 30s. Rather than 
serving to illustrate a colonial economy of sentiment couched in national terms, these 
female protagonists, in their very survival, undermine imperialist structures of 
knowledge.  
Finally, women such as Xi Guan, Chun Tao, and the old clothes mender, invite us 
to revisit a surprisingly large trove of illiterate superstitious female outcasts who raise 
their heads from pages upon pages of Republican-era fiction, from Lu Xun’s widow 
Xiang Lingsao and the lamenting mother in Medicine, to Shen Congwen’s child brides. 
With their ritualized perpetuation of the seemingly barbaric, all of these women disrupt 
the modern fantasies of male intellectuals. The persistence of folk beliefs and rituals in 
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modern literature, enacted through female characters, thus reveals an idea of sympathy as 
a means for healing Chinese society through women’s emotional potential. As Xu Dishan 
envisioned in his unfulfilled project of a modern religion for China, sympathy—the 
ability to join heart to heart—could arise from recognizing the beating heart of the 
primitive, the trans-regionally Asian, at the very core of modern social practice. 
Women—storytellers, laborers, believers—who embody and keep alive this centuries-old 
knowledge could thus, perhaps, point readers to a new epistemic understanding of 
religion, history, and the nation.  
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                                                   Epilogue  
Less than a year after the publication of Chun Tao, Xu Dishan, for reasons that 
are still unclear, fell out with the president of Yenching University, John Leighton Stuart, 
and left Beijing for Hong Kong. Distant from the mainland and the literary circles in 
which he had worked for two decades, Xu rarely wrote fiction after Chun Tao. He 
accepted a position at Hong Kong University, where he founded a major in modern 
Chinese literature that was the first of its kind. Not long after that, however, in July of 
1941, just a few months before the Japanese occupied Hong Kong, Xu suffered a fatal 
heart attack. In fact, the year 1941, exactly the middle of the Second Sino-Japanese War 
proved inauspicious for all the writers I discuss here, with the exception of Xu Zhimo, 
who died in a plane crash in 1931. 1941 was the year in which Zhou Zuoren began to 
serve in the State Council of Wang Jingwei’s Pro-Japanese government in Nanjing—a 
decision that would eventually cost him his life during the Cultural Revolution. Around 
the same time, Zhao Zichen was imprisoned by the Japanese in Beijing, and Liu 
Tingfang, gravely ill with tuberculosis, left to receive treatment in the United States, 
where he eventually passed away only five years later. Bing Xin and Mao Dun both 
survived the war years living as refugees in Kunming and Guilin, respectively. In April of 
1941, a disillusioned Tagore delivered his last speech, aptly titled Crisis in Civilization: 
In the meanwhile the demon of barbarity has given up all pretense and has 
emerged with unconcealed fangs, ready to tear up humanity in an orgy of 
devastation. From one end of the world to the other the poisonous fumes of 
hatred darken the atmosphere. The spirit of violence which perhaps laid dormant 
in the psychology of the West, has at last roused itself and desecrates the spirit of 
Man.1    
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Unusually pessimistic, Tagore openly admonished the British Empire for wreaking havoc 
upon India and China—saturating one land with opium, smothering another “by the dead 
weight of British administration,” and inspiring Japan to adopt “That mastery over the 
machine, by which the British have consolidated their sovereignty over their vast 
empire,” leading to the atrocities taking place in China as he spoke. Tagore blamed the 
colonial project not only for loss of lives and the lack of provisions, clothing, adequate 
education, and medicine, but also, no less importantly, for unleashing a culture of 
violence, shrewdly disguised as “civilization,” which by the time of his death left very 
little room for anything but bare subsistence, for India as well as for its “Eastern brother.” 
 While 1941 stands out as a particularly grim year in this sense, things had 
nevertheless begun to unravel several years earlier. The Japanese invasion of Manchuria 
in September of 1931 registered alarm among intellectual circles, who increasingly began 
to focus on the reality at hand in their writings. By 1934, Xu Dishan stood apart with his 
choice in Chun Tao to remain focused on questions of spirituality in his depiction of 
refugees of the invasion of Manchuria. Literature in the mid-thirties saw a distinct move 
away from interior realms of faith to exterior spheres of sustenance. Xu remains a 
singular and luminary case of mastering both in his fiction. Although, as I examined in 
previous chapters, literature was perceived as critical for social transformation as early as 
1896, the 1930s saw further specification of the instrumentality of art forms: to serve the 
War of Resistance (kang ri). As the 1932 air raid on Shanghai precipitated the growth of 
the League of Left Wing Writers and the formation of the Left Wing Cinema Movement, 
religious spirituality slowly faded in significance in deliberations over means of national 
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salvation and was replaced with armed resistance, literacy campaigns, and rural 
mobilization.  
A famous example of this shift away from spiritual and sentimental sensibilities in 
favor of leftist, specifically Marxist radicalization is the screenwriter Tian Han (1898–
1968). In the early twenties, Tian Han wrote that inherent connections exist between 
religion and literature. An admonition he wrote in 1921 in response to the Young China 
Association’s decision to disengage from religious believers remained in circulation years 
later.2 During the 1920s, Tian wrote modernist screenplays imbued with erotic and 
psychoanalytical motifs. He was engrossed in exploring the potential of the medium of 
cinema and published essays in film magazines in which he famously referred to cinema 
as a “silver dream,” which operates so powerfully on the spectator that it undermines his 
distinction between dream and reality. But then in 1930, in an essay titled “Waking Up 
from the Silver Dreams,” Tian Han abandoned his earlier stance and embraced a view of 
cinema as a powerful ideological means of mobilizing the masses.3 He went on to 
become one of the most coherent and prolific writers in the Left Wing Cinema Movement 
and the All-China Resistance Association of Writers and Artists.  
United by a temporary alliance of resistance to Japan since 1936, the Nationalist 
Guomindang Party and the Chinese Communist Party each worked in different territories 
to establish literacy programs, propagate fundamentally new concepts to the rural 
population such as “imperialism” and “resistance,” deliver local and global news to 
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3Zhang Zhen, An Amorous History of the Silver Screen: Shanghai Cinema 1896–1937, 2005, University of 
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develop a sense of national consciousness, and recruit volunteers for armed struggle. The 
target audience for intellectuals became—overwhelmingly so for the first time in Chinese 
history—the rural population. The idea of “Going to the People” was not a new 
invention; it emerged during the May 4th era and was a major factor that motivated the 
production of literature accessible to the masses.4 Yet, the perception that reading leads to 
social cohesiveness by transforming individual readers into emotional social agents  
changed significantly during the war. This view of literature as a vehicle for national 
unity—the metamorphosis of which has been the subject of this dissertation— was 
infused in the late 1930s with new meaning increasingly concerned with addressing large 
crowds rather than individual readers.  
In search of new ways to engage a non-urban population, an emphasis was placed 
on involving the audience in the production of art. Actors broke the recently embraced 
modernist convention of the fourth wall and addressed audience members directly, 
provoking onlookers’ active participation in street plays that portrayed the atrocities of 
the Japanese occupation. Pressing urgencies such as producing reading materials for 
soldiers on the frontlines turned earlier, largely abstract debates over the popularization 
(dazhonghua, sometimes translated as massification) of literature and drama into concrete 
formulas and prescriptions committed to the execution of a new ideal: “Literature must 
go to the countryside, literature must join the army” (wenzhang xia xiang, wenzhang 
ruwu).5  
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5This was one of the main slogans of the All-China Resistance Association of Writers and Artists formed in 
1938. For information on the association and its activities during the war, including writing formulas such 
“new wine in old bottles”—meaning using familiar forms (street plays, drum songs) and infusing them with 
	   219	  
Large-scale popularization of art production in the late 1930s further redefined the 
relationship between creative and manual labor. Marxist writers, filmmakers, and 
dramatists established a new creed for artistic creation and consumption. Whereas 
materialists and vitalists, scientists and religious thinkers, battled over different meanings 
of life as early as the 1910s, the war years brought forth a forceful and united belief in 
dialectical materialism. Premised on the priority of matter over mind, the episteme that it 
is being that determines consciousness gained more and more traction, reaching its most 
fully realized form in Mao Zedong’s thought on the function of art and literature during 
the early forties. After 1937, the politics of literary representation produced and informed 
discussions on the function of literature in society. The question of who has the authority 
to represent the masses politically and aesthetically moved to the center of deliberations 
over how to depict real life. And with representation no longer as tethered to questions of 
faith and ritual, the problems of literary referentiality and real-world efficacy all but 
faded away. 
 In the final chapter of his masterful Awakening China, John Fitzgerald equates 
the change in ideals of representation to the paradigmatic shift in the meaning of 
awakening. A persistent trope capturing the ideal of the national revolution in the first 
half of twentieth-century China, awakening went from designating individual 
“awakenings of the self”— Lu Xun’s awakening to the national task of changing the 
Chinese spirit is emblematic—to a notion of awakening as a people.   
Lu Xun’s individual awakening, as two decades of his writing show, remained 
fraught and incomplete, filled with questions regarding how to act once one has, indeed, 
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awoken. Nowhere is this clearer than in Lu Xun’s famous response to Qian Xuantong, 
then editor of New Youth, who asked him: “Why don’t you write something”?  Lu Xun 
explained: 
Imagine an iron house having not a single window and virtually indestructible, 
with all its inmates sound asleep and about to die of suffocation. Dying in their 
sleep, they won’t feel the pain of death. Now, if you raise a shout to wake a few 
of the lighter sleepers, making these unfortunate few suffer the agony of 
irrevocable death, do you really think you are doing them a good turn?6  
 
Until the end of his life in 1936, fourteen years after he wrote the iron house parable, Lu 
Xun’s essays, fiction and poetry were haunted by a hesitation between life and death, 
sleep and wakefulness. Six years after Lu Xun’s passing, from the base of the Communist 
Party in Yan’an, Shaanxi, where the war over China’s future would be strategized, 
launched, and won, Mao Zedong spoke of the literary paragon:  
Living under the rule of the dark forces and deprived of freedom of speech, Lu 
Xun used burning satire and freezing irony, cast in the form of essays, to do 
battle; and he was entirely right. We, too, must hold up to sharp ridicule the 
fascists, the Chinese reactionaries, and everything that harms the people; but in 
the Shanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Region and the anti-Japanese base areas 
behind enemy lines, where democracy and freedom are granted in full to the 
revolutionary writers and artists and withheld only from counterrevolutionaries, 
the style of the essay should not simply be like Lu Xun’s. Here we can shout at 
the top of our voices and have no need for veiled and roundabout expressions, 
which are hard for the people to understand.7        
 
Thus did Mao answer Lu Xun’s question: You not only gently wake the lighter sleepers, 
but you wake everyone, and there will be no more questions about it. This, he said, is a 
different time and place: “Here we can shout at the top of our voices and have no need for 
veiled and roundabout expressions.” A new understanding of the author as an enlightened 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6Lu Xun, “Nahan zixu” [Preface to Call to Arms], [1923], Lu Xun Quanji, vol 1… 141, translated here 
from Kirk Denton, Modern Chinese Literary Thought…241. 	  
 
7Mao Zedong, “Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua”, Cited here from Kirk A. Denton (ed) 
Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893-1945, 1996, Stanford University Press, 
479–480. 	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individual who alerts the sleeping masses made way for a national project of creating a 
bottom-up, mutual awakening through literature. In this process, the meaning of 
sympathy (tongqing) changed as well.  
Chinese Marxists developed an idea of “human sympathetic heart” (renlei de 
tongqing xin) to legitimate their asserted right to represent the masses. In other words, the 
perceived ability of intellectuals to experience sympathy towards the proletariat provided 
them with means to accurately represent the laboring classes in their writing. This 
understanding, Fitzgerald tells us, was quite distant from Marx and Lenin, who steered 
clear of sympathy and instead favored the idea of a proletariat who has achieved 
consciousness of the materiality determining the course of reality, and thus asserts the 
right to represent the masses.8 In China, while Lenin’s thought in general and the notion 
of a conscious proletarian in particular became increasingly influential throughout the 
1920s, sympathy remained an important means of facilitating literary representation. The 
duty of revolutionaries, Chinese Marxists postulated, is to awaken their fellow 
countrymen to the consciousness—a knowledge of the source of class-based oppression 
and the importance of class struggle—that they (the revolutionaries) have already 
achieved. The genuine sympathy felt by an intellectual towards the masses, they believed, 
would not just enable him to accurately represent the masses, but would emotionally 
compel him to awaken them from their slumber to see the reality of war and revolution.9  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the Nationalist Revolution, 1996, 
Stanford University Press, 315–351. Fitzgerald points to Lenin’s 1902 essay What Is There to Be Done? as 
the seminal scientific socialist work on the relationship between the intellectuals and the working class. The 
intellectuals, having achieved directed consciousness, which stands in contradiction to the working classes 
patters of thought governed by spontaneous unconsciousness, thus must appropriate a right to represent the 
masses, for their own benefit. This view of true and false knowledge stands, of course, in direct opposite to 
the epistemology promoted by life philosophy, which also explains its decline during the Mao years.  
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Belief in the capacity of sympathy to agitate into action thus persisted. The speech 
in which Mao drew the curtains on Lu Xun’s iron house dilemma was delivered on May 
23, 1942, and shaped the path of literary production in China for decades to come. 
Addressing authors and artists from the incubator of the Communist revolution, “Talks at 
the Yan’an Forum on Art and Literature” posed the fundamental question: “Literature 
and art for whom?”  The answer, lucidly provided, left little if any room for ambiguities: 
for the workers, peasants, soldiers, and petite-bourgeoisie, in that order. Sympathy 
loomed large in Mao’s elaboration of the challenges contemporary authors faced in 
writing for the masses:  
Coming from the petite-bourgeoisie and being themselves intellectuals, many 
comrades seek friends only among intellectuals and concentrate on studying and 
describing them. Such study and description are proper if done from a proletarian 
position. But that is not what they do, or not what they do fully. They take the 
petite-bourgeoisie stand and produce works that are the self-expression of the 
petite-bourgeoisie, as can be seen in quite a number of literary and artistic 
products. Often they show heartfelt sympathy (manqiang tongqing) for 
intellectuals of petite-bourgeoisie, sympathizing with them to the extent of 
praising their shortcomings. On the other hand these comrades seldom come into 
contact with the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers, do not understand or 
study them, do not have intimate friends among them, and are not good at 
portraying them.10  
 
It was clear from Mao’s words that sympathy, in his eyes, was still the precondition for 
an adequate literary portrayal. Thus, as he put it here, even though material conditions 
(who you socially interact with) determine one’s emotional disposition (who you 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9Fitzgerals cites Cai Hesen who wrote as early as 1921: “..why must we conscious proletarians also go and 
rouse the consciousness of other members of the same class? 1. Because, having become conscious 
ourselves of the origins of our suffering…our existence becomes even more intolerable to us. 2. Because 
we have a feeling of sympathy for the members of our class who suffer in the same way we do” (328, 
emphasis in the original).  	  	  
 
10Mao Zedong, “Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua”, Cited here from Kirk A. Denton (ed) 
Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893-1945…466. I modified the translation 
slightly here: “Often they show heartfelt sympathy (manqiang tongqing) for intellectuals of petite-
bourgeoisie, sympathizing with them to the extent of praising their shortcomings” (the translation : “to the 
extent of sympathizing or even praising their shortcomings) to express the original tie between 
sympathizing and praising short comings, which shows the immense power of sympathy in Mao’s view: 	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sympathize with), it is the direction of one’s emotional disposition that legitimates the 
literature one produces, which, in turn, impacts life in a fundamental way:  
Revolutionary literature and art should create a variety of characters out of real 
life and help the masses to propel history forward. For example, there is suffering 
from hunger, cold, and oppression on the one hand, and exploitation and 
oppression of man by man on the other. These facts exist everywhere, and people 
look upon them as common place. Writers and artists concentrate on such 
everyday phenomena, typify the contradictions and struggles within them, and 
produce works that awaken the masses, fire them with enthusiasm, and impel 
them to unite and struggle to transform their environment. Without such literature 
and art, this task could not be fulfilled, or at least not so effectively and 
speedily.11     	  
	  
And so, life was no longer to be understood as an inner, interior force, beyond the 
material world. Life was not to be depicted as wavering between “freezing irony” and 
“burning satire,” between light and darkness, the silence of sleepers and shouts of the 
awoken. The cracks of reality, the different thresholds of the real that Lu Xun 
meticulously captured in different writings throughout his career—between the ghost and 
the body, anatomy and art, reality and dream—were sealed shut. But the belief in the 
force of literature to impact reality grew stronger, and finally climaxed in the ideal of 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11Mao Zedong, “Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhui shang de jianghua”, Cited here from Kirk A. Denton (ed) 
Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893-1945……470. 	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